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      To Brandon Uy, a wonderful husband to our daughter, Michelle, a loving dad to our grandchildren, and an excellent guide to all things New York City. I feel blessed to have another son.
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            PAMELA

          

          NEW YORK CITY, 2023

        

      

    

    
      Pamela Mosher craned her neck to stare up at the four-story brick building perched on a corner in the Seaport District of Manhattan. As far as she knew, Harbor House was one of the oldest buildings in the city, older than the United States—and it was hers. She clapped a hand to her forehead with a groan.

      A small tree blossomed with flowers over the dirt rectangle in the sidewalk in which it was planted, but the sign of early summer didn’t make her feel warm. She hugged herself and thought that Harbor House looked as dilapidated and old as she felt. A wooden panel covered the glass-paned restaurant door, and plywood protected the large windows on either side.

      It had started life as a tavern in the 1760s, been used as a storefront, a boarding house, a speakeasy, even a stop on the Underground Railroad. During the Covid pandemic shutdown, her family restaurant, Featherstone’s, had closed.

      Covid had taken her father’s life, too. With her husband’s death a year ago, Pam was now completely alone, no husband, no kids, no siblings. For a moment, the staggering feeling of despair and loneliness swept over her again, but she’d gotten good at pushing it aside when she needed to.

      And she really needed her iron control today. She had scheduled meetings with a real estate developer and a historical preservationist. One wanted her to sell, the other wanted her to restore Harbor House—fat chance of that. It was full of too many memories of her father, including her own feelings of jealousy in her youth. It had taken so much of his time. She’d spent years serving customers in the restaurant when she’d been in high school and college, forgoing sports and hanging with friends. College had been her chance to escape. And then she’d met Will, and a new kind of obsession had grown between them, the drive to succeed at their fledgling business. Was everyone in her family tree obsessed with something?

      The building represented so many different emotions for her, and being rid of it would give her peace. She wanted to escape everything in her life. After her husband’s death, she’d sold the Long Island insurance brokerage that they had built from the ground up. She was convinced it had killed him in the end. Ambition had been the focus of their lives, and they’d decided against having children because of it. They’d given up travel and close friends.

      She’d thought she could now spend the rest of her life traveling, seeing the world that they’d never had time for. She’d spent her fiftieth birthday alone in Thailand. Instead of feeling at peace, knowing she could do whatever she wanted for the rest of her life, perhaps consult and travel, all she’d felt was empty and hopeless.

      So she’d come back to Harbor House, telling herself that its fate was hanging over her like a menacing cloud. It was time to be done with it. Maybe then she could find some kind of purpose for her life.

      Pam took a step toward the building, head bent as she fumbled for the keys in her purse.

      “Look out!”

      Pam’s head came up just as the front wheel of a bike grazed her leg, sending her reeling backward. The bicyclist fell sideways, collapsing beneath the bike.

      “Are you all right?” Pam pulled the bike away from what she could now see was a teenage girl.

      For a frozen moment, the girl looked up at her with big brown eyes, her long curly hair caught back in a ponytail beneath a ball cap. Her eyes weren’t apologetic or hurt—they were frightened. And was that the start of a bruise on her jaw? The girl looked back over her shoulder, and Pam followed her gaze.

      On the next block, a young man wearing an oversized sweatshirt and loose jeans pulled a hat lower on his forehead and quickly stepped inside a store.

      The girl got to her feet and took her bike by the handlebars, saying to Pam, “Thanks. Sorry I almost knocked you over. Are you hurt?”

      “I’m not the one who landed on my butt on the sidewalk. Are you hurt?”

      The girl blushed and briefly looked away. “I’m fine. I shouldn’t have been riding on the sidewalk. But…”

      She stared across the street again, where the young man still hadn’t reappeared.

      “Do you know that guy?” Pam asked. “Or is he some stranger harassing you? We can call the police.”

      “No!” the girl hurriedly said. “I know him. He was teasing me, thinking he’s funny.”

      “You don’t look amused.”

      The girl gave a crooked smile. “It’ll be okay. I’m sorry to bother you about this.” She straightened her jean jacket and glanced down at her clothes.

      That’s when they both saw the rip in her leggings and the spot of blood on her knee.

      “It’s fine,” the girl quickly said.

      “I have a bandage. We could wash your knee.”

      She smiled nervously. “Here on the street?”

      Pam nodded toward her building. “Inside. This is mine.”

      “The restaurant is closed,” the girl said, frowning. “You have an apartment here?”

      “Nobody’s lived here in a long time. I inherited it last year.”

      The girl’s mouth dropped open. “Wow.”

      “Yeah, wow.”

      “Are you going to reopen the restaurant?” Then she winced. “Sorry. Not my business.”

      “That’s okay. Let’s go wash your knee.”

      The girl hung back. “I really shouldn’t bother you. And, no offense, I don’t know you.”

      “I’ll leave the door wide open so you can run,” Pam said dryly. Then she paused. “I don’t know you either. If you come in, you should know I have security cameras, as well as alarms that’ll ring straight through to the authorities.” Well, to the security company, but the girl didn’t need to know that. “This place might be old, but I know how to protect it.”

      The girl lifted her chin. “And I have a phone, and I know how to use it to call those same authorities.”

      Pam felt a half smile lift her cheek. As she put her key into the solid door, she said, “I’m Pam Mosher. Bring your bike in; don’t leave it outside.”

      “I’m Lucia.” But still she hesitated. “I think I remember you. Are you the daughter of the old owner?”

      Pam straightened in surprise. “I am.”

      “I knew him. I worked at Featherstone’s for a year before the pandemic, before he—” She broke off with a solemn look. “It was too bad what happened to him. He was a cool guy who hired me even though I never worked in a restaurant before. I was only here a year before Covid hit and closed the place.”

      Pam swallowed past a sudden lump in her throat. “Lucia. That name is familiar. I think I remember him mentioning you,” she said, surprised that her voice sounded husky. “He loved his restaurant, and when he found a hard worker, he would give me all the details.”

      In a quiet voice, Lucia said, “That was nice of him.”

      After stepping inside, Pam punched in the security code next to the door, blocking the girl’s view. Lucia rolled her eyes with amusement.

      The gloomy interior was only lit by light that found tiny cracks in the protective boards over the windows. Pam found the light switch, but with alternating bulbs burnt out in the wall sconces, it wasn’t exactly bright in there.

      Lucia looked around with obvious curiosity, and Pam tried to see the old place through her eyes. Tables with upside down chairs on top were stacked along the walls. Past the fireplace, the bar in the back right of the room was overflowing with dusty boxes. One set of double doors led to the kitchen, and the other to the restrooms.

      “It could still be a restaurant,” Lucia said.

      “It’s been many different restaurants over two hundred and fifty years. What someone does with it going forward won’t be my problem. And I sold the stock of alcohol to Dad’s business friends when the restaurant closed,” she added pointedly.

      Lucia seemed to bite back a smile. “I always liked the vibe here. So historic.”

      “And historic things need a lot of upkeep,” Pam said dryly. “But I’ve recently had the water turned back on.” She gestured toward Lucia’s leg. “There’s probably a first aid kit behind the bar.”

      Inside the kit, she found an antiseptic packet and handed it across the bar to Lucia, along with two sizes of bandages. As Pam came around to the front of the bar, Lucia was pulling her leggings up above her knee, bending over to treat the wound. Pam slid a chair behind her.

      Lucia looked up and smiled. “Thanks.”

      She was about to ask if the girl lived around here when someone knocked on the front door and pushed it open, leaving the person backlit by sunlight, framed in the doorway.

      Pam saw Lucia tense and found herself stepping in front of the girl, wondering if there was still a baseball bat behind the bar. “Can I help you?” she said coolly.

      “Ms. Mosher? I’m Ikeem Trent from Manhattan Seaport Development Partners.”

      Pam’s unease morphed into a smile. “Mr. Trent, please come in.”

      “Call me Ikeem.”

      “I’m Pam.”

      He was a big man with dark skin whose bald head gleamed in the low light, and a tiny diamond twinkled in one ear. As he reached out to shake Pam’s hand, Pam noticed Lucia ducking behind him and heading for the door.

      Ikeem glanced over his shoulder at the girl as Pam called her name. But Lucia waved without looking back. Pam hadn’t even gotten a chance to ask her about herself, or what she remembered about Pam’s dad.

      When the door was opened again by another person, Lucia started to lead her bike through before stopping abruptly. She sent a worried look over her shoulder at Pam, who wondered if that guy she was afraid of was still loitering about.

      “Lucia, you don’t have to leave,” Pam called.

      Lucia hesitated, then brought her bike back inside.

      The newcomer was an older woman with short auburn hair framing a round face with glasses. She eyed Lucia before turning to Pam. “Pam Mosher?”

      Pam nodded. “You must be Gretchen Smith.”

      Ikeem frowned. “With the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission?”

      Gretchen grinned. “That’s me. And you’re…”

      “Ikeem Trent from⁠—”

      “From Manhattan Seaport Development,” Gretchen interrupted. “It seems we know each other by reputation though not in person.”

      As they shook hands, Pam thought they did not seem pleased to see each other. Both of them turned to look at her, while Lucia stood against the far wall as if she didn’t know what to do with herself.

      “I thought we had a private meeting, that you were interested in selling Harbor House,” Ikeem said, his smile more polite than enthusiastic.

      “And I thought you were interested in saving the building that your family has owned for hundreds of years,” Gretchen argued. “Designation as a historic property can help preserve your heritage in so many ways.”

      Ikeem rolled his eyes.

      Pam held up both hands in a T for timeout. She planned to sell, but Gretchen had made a hard case for getting her views heard as well. And Pam knew that Ikeem was more interested in the property’s location than its historic value. Maybe he could be convinced to keep its historic character—if he was the one to purchase it. “You both want to look at the building, and I don’t want to waste anyone’s time, including mine. Why should I give the same tour twice? We can certainly have separate discussions afterward.” She glanced at Lucia. “Why don’t you come along, too?”

      The girl straightened and gave a nod.

      For a moment, they all stood in the dining room and looked around.

      “My father loved this restaurant,” Pam said quietly. “I hated working here as a kid. He was so proud that his family had held onto this place since the American Revolution.”

      Even Ikeem looked impressed.

      “Why didn’t he apply for the National Register of Historic Places?” Gretchen asked. “He could have qualified for grants to help repair it.”

      “My father was a hippie—he didn’t believe in registering anything he didn’t have to with the government. But he got old, and Hurricane Sandy almost destroyed this place. He was just managing the last of the major repairs in the basement, trying to keep the restaurant going, when Covid hit. It’s been closed since 2020.” Pam took a deep breath, trying not to think about her strong dad withering away on a ventilator.

      Ikeem and Gretchen didn’t say anything—what was there to say? They just glanced at each other in obvious discomfort. But Lucia’s dark eyes glistened with sympathy. Pam didn’t know a lot about teenagers, but suspected Lucia had known her share of grief.

      Pam took a deep breath and donned her professional demeanor. “You’re not here for a history lecture. Let’s get on with the tour.”

      “I do love history,” Gretchen said.

      Ikeem rolled his eyes again, but a smile tugged on his lips.

      Pam clapped her hands together. “Okay, then here we go. You’re in the restaurant dining room. My father had an apartment on one of the upper floors the last few years of his life.”

      “How much was he able to repair after the hurricane?” Ikeem asked.

      There was no point in being evasive. “To be honest, not enough. Some electrical and plumbing in the basement was updated. But there was so much to do, and I was so busy with our brokerage, I didn’t realize—” She stopped herself. “The entire basement was under water after the hurricane. After major repair work, it looks a lot better than it used to.”

      “Grants could help you repair the damage,” Gretchen said. “The National Register⁠—”

      “Please stop,” Pam interrupted. “Will the National Register offer millions of dollars in grants?”

      “Um…probably not.”

      “That’s what it’s going to take. I’m not about to risk everything I have for my retirement on this place.”

      “And why should you do all that work?” Ikeem asked. “The amount of money you could receive for Harbor House would set you up for life.”

      “Her family has been here for hundreds of years,” Gretchen pointed out between gritted teeth.

      Pam groaned. “You two are like the devil and angel on my shoulders, trying to tell me what to do.”

      “I’m not sure I know which of us is which,” Ikeem said dryly.

      Gretchen lowered her shoulders and gave a reluctant smile. “Me neither. I guess we should keep it that way.”

      “I promise we’ll discuss everything,” Pam said. “Can we finish the tour?”

      They moved into the industrial kitchen and beyond to the hallway that led out the side entrance.

      “Deliveries are made here,” Pam said, “and it leads to the upper floors where there are offices and storage and apartments. This was also the entrance to the speakeasy.”

      Gretchen smiled and rubbed her hands together. “History! Let’s go check it out.”

      As they walked down the stairs, Pam pointed out that all the walls had been ripped out to the studs due to water damage. There were boxes stacked here and there, and a shiny new furnace and water heater in a back room. It didn’t look like a place where revelers partied every night.

      “Dad really meant to bring this old building back to life,” Pam said wistfully. “There is so much history—family history—here. My great grandfather got caught up with mob and went to jail, leaving my great aunt, a young flapper, to keep the place going to support the rest of the family.” She glanced at Lucia. “Flappers were what they called young single women in those days who dressed and behaved how they wanted.”

      “I’ve seen pictures,” she said. “Cool dresses.”

      When they ascended to the second floor, doorways led into rooms piled with more stuff—Pam had no idea what. “My dad used these rooms as offices and storage for the restaurant. His apartment was up above. But if you want another historical fact, my ancestors were forced to quarter British officers in these rooms during the American Revolution, back when Featherstone Tavern was also an inn.”

      Gretchen’s eyes were wide with excitement, while Ikeem just heaved a sigh, as if this didn’t look good for him.

      “Don’t worry, Ikeem,” Pam said, patting his arm. “I’m going to sell the building.” She had to sell.

      “Even with all this incredible family history?” Gretchen asked.

      “It’s just…history,” Pam said, “and the occasional relic. What does that really matter? I have no kids to leave it to. Here, you’ll see what I mean. I think Dad kept it in his office.”

      She turned on the light in the first room off the staircase.

      “Aha!” She brought out a metal tankard and blew the dust off it.

      Ikeem sneezed. Lucia’s forehead wrinkled with disappointment.

      “Not much to look at,” Pam said as if she could hear the girl’s thoughts. “But this was passed down in my family. I’m told it was used in the tavern during the 1700s.”

      “Shouldn’t that be in a museum?” Ikeem asked.

      Gretchen elbowed him. “It’s her family property—its history!”

      Pam shrugged and set the tankard down on the floor next to the stairs. “I know what it is and what it represents—I just don’t want to be under the weight of it anymore. I can’t afford to. Let’s continue the tour.”

      The third floor was her father’s shabby apartment. It brought back a wave of longing for the man himself, but not Harbor House. She remembered him selling their home in Queens after her mom died because he’d rather live with his family’s ghosts than the memories of his beloved wife. Pam always suspected he felt guilty for the hours he put into the restaurant, evening hours that kept him away from his wife and daughter.

      “You said you’re not staying here,” Ikeem said, forehead wrinkled as he looked around.

      “No. I’ve rented an Airbnb nearby and I own a house on Long Island.”

      Should she be speaking so openly in front of a teenager she didn’t know? Maybe not, but although the place looked abandoned, she had plenty of security.

      “This place can be made habitable without too much effort.” Pam’s spirits sank as she looked around. There were so many boxes, so many unopened drawers. “I’ve thought about moving to Manhattan, but I don’t know.”

      “You don’t want that,” Ikeem said. “City living is a pain.”

      “I love my apartment in the East Village,” Gretchen said.

      The two eyed each other combatively.

      Pam sighed. In college, all she had wanted was to graduate and move to the city, to start her life. Then she’d met Will and fallen in love. He’d wanted Long Island where he’d grown up, where he thought he could use his family contacts in their insurance brokerage. She’d put her dreams of city-living out of her mind.

      And now here she was, in the city, in a multi-million-dollar rundown building she owned. And it wasn’t anything she’d wanted it to be. She was alone, making her own decisions.

      Gretchen and Ikeem were watching her with curiosity.

      Pam turned to Lucia. “What about you? Don’t you want to weigh in on where I live, too?”

      The girl opened her mouth, hesitated, then said, “You should live where you want.”

      “That’s not much help.”

      Lucia slowly grinned. “I love the city.”

      Gretchen shot Ikeem a smug smile.

      They toured the fourth-floor apartment without any more bickering. This space had basically become her dad’s attic after he sold the Queens house. They didn’t linger long, but went up the stairs to the roof.

      A half wall guarded them on three sides, and the fourth side hugged the taller building next door. There was nothing here—but a spectacular view of the East River and the Brooklyn Bridge, awash in the fading light of the sinking sun.

      Gretchen gasped. Ikeem frowned, as if even he thought this would be too much temptation for Pam to resist.

      Lucia spun in a circle, eyes wide with wonder. “You could hang lights and make this really special.”

      “No thanks.” Pam led them all back down the staircase to the side entrance. Out on the sidewalk, Gretchen and Ikeem tried to jockey over who could schedule a one-on-one with her, but Pam wasn’t in the mood to decide immediately, and told them so.

      Ikeem shrugged with good humor. “I’ll be waiting for your call. Good meeting you, Pam. Gretchen.” He nodded to his opponent and strolled away.

      When Gretchen opened her mouth to speak, Pam held up a hand. “I don’t remember the last time I visited Harbor House, and now I’m feeling sad and overwhelmed. We’ll talk when I schedule an appointment.”

      Gretchen nodded. “I understand. Take care, Pam. And remember—memories are a good thing. It just might take you some time to realize it.” She spoke as if she understood but didn’t elaborate on her own experiences.

      Pam was grateful. As Gretchen left, she turned to find Lucia standing in the doorway.

      “I guess I’ll go, too,” Lucia said, turning to go back through the kitchen.

      Pam locked the side door and followed her back to the dining room.

      Lucia retrieved her bike by the door, and Pam opened it for her, looking out both ways up and down the block.

      “The coast is clear,” Pam said.

      Lucia smiled. “Thanks for your help, and for reminding me how happy I was working here.”

      Though Pam didn’t feel the same, she nodded. “I hope you stop by again. I’d love to hear your memories about my dad.”

      Lucia nodded, climbed onto her bike, and rode away, leaving Pam to lock the door behind her. She should just shut off all the lights and leave, but she found herself wandering back upstairs again, as if she hoped to see the ghost of her father.

      “How do I find happiness again, Daddy?” she whispered aloud. “Did I ever even have it?”

      No ghostly voice spoke to her, but she did see the glimmer of the colonial tankard on the floor near the stairs.

      She picked it up, carrying it as she checked that all the lights were off and the door to the roof was locked. Back down in the dining room, she put the tankard on the bar where it seemed to belong, turned off the last lights, and shut the door.
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      The scarlet-clad British soldier slammed the tankard down on Abigail Featherstone’s tray harder than he needed to, almost making her stagger, but she only nodded and kept walking to the bar located in the rear of the taproom. She was used to the arrogance, the entitlement, the derision. New York City had been occupied by the British for four years now, and since they hadn’t defeated the colonies as quickly or as easily as they’d hoped, they often took out their frustration on the citizens they were supposed to be protecting. She didn’t want to be their next victim. Over the years, her overwhelming fear had sunk to simmering, ready to boil back to the surface if a soldier looked at her too closely.

      But for the moment, in her tavern, they were just men, gambling over cards or playing ninepins in the alley nearby and drinking too much rum, bolstering themselves for battle or commiserating over the loss of a comrade.

      Abigail had once been a staunch Loyalist, but it seemed a lifetime ago. Her late husband Edmund had been with the Sons of Liberty, where they’d gone from shouting mottos like “No taxation without representation” against the Stamp Act to stockpiling arms and gunpowder for war. They orchestrated crowds to burn effigies but were also guilty of censorship and destruction of property in the name of freedom.

      She’d been appalled, but nothing she said to him had mattered. He’d died in the Battle of Long Island trying to defend Manhattan near the start of the war, leaving her to mother their two children while operating their tavern and renting out the lodgings above. His death had been pointless, for the Continental army had to retreat, and the British had swarmed back into New York City. They’d declared martial law, shutting down the courts and leaving New Yorkers without rights.

      The British government ignored its citizens, leaving a quarter of the city a blackened mass of disease after the great fire. They took all the food stores and firewood for themselves. Prisoners died in filthy inhuman conditions on prison ships moored in the harbor. All of this had turned Abigail into a woman who denied her British citizenship—privately. She had to support her children, and she served whoever wanted food and drink.

      As she set the tray on the bar, her barkeep and man of all work, Henry Barlow, gave her a concerned frown. Henry was a free man of color who’d fought at her husband’s side in Brooklyn. Some northern armies integrated, but in the South, they wouldn’t arm slaves, yet had no problem sending free Blacks to serve in the place of wealthy White men. Henry had returned with both her husband’s body and an injury that soon took his leg below the knee, causing him to limp with a peg leg. He was nearly forty, with touches of white in his close-cropped hair, and a thin, wiry body that was sturdier than it looked. His wife, Pearl, was Abigail’s cook and companion, a second mother to her children. Abigail didn’t know what she would have done without them these last four years.

      They’d stayed with her even when the British insisted on taking over the tavern lodgings, relegating Henry and Pearl into a storage room behind the kitchen, forcing Abigail and her two children to share the smallest room on the third floor. At least the soldiers were paying for the privilege.

      But the Redcoats being nearby had sometimes worked to her advantage…

      Abigail gave Henry a reassuring smile as she joined him behind the bar to double-check that the cash box was locked. She never let anyone see the doubts that plagued her into the night, the fears that war would touch her children even more than it already had. She projected calm competence and unflappability. After all, she was a woman running a man’s business. She’d always done the bookkeeping and overseen the domestic side of the lodgings, and now she was doing that on behalf of her son, who’d legally inherited two-thirds of his father’s property. Abigail was keeping her widow’s third afloat and ensuring her son’s future.

      But since the war had unfolded the way it had, the British showing their cruelty and excess, guilt often invaded her dreams over how she’d disagreed with her husband, Edmund—and how he’d been right all along. She’d spent her entire life believing in the Crown, and it had only tarnished itself with every cruelty inflicted on innocent citizens and helpless prisoners of war.

      She’d never had the chance to apologize to him, had watched him go off to a war she hadn’t supported, and he’d never come back. He’d died for what he believed in. Even before he’d joined the army, he’d been so brave, keeping the tavern going when the Loyalists had streamed out in 1775 as Patriots took over the city, and then the reverse, when all the Loyalists came back in 1776 as the British occupied the city. She thought they’d be safer with the king’s soldiers and the king’s laws. It hadn’t been so.

      The door to the kitchen opened behind Abigail, stirring her from her thoughts. Her ten-year-old son, Andrew, was walking slowly, carrying a tray of clean glasses. Every time she saw him, he reminded her anew of his father. For a while, it had hurt like a vise squeezing her heart, but now it made her soften with love at the memories. He had the same auburn hair as Edmund, the same intelligent brown eyes, the freckles—she swallowed hard to ease the lump in her throat. Someday she’d forget the guilt that she’d disapproved of her husband’s choices.

      Henry took the glasses and tousled Andrew’s hair, which he would have ducked away from if his mother had done it. But Andrew looked up to Henry and wanted to please him.

      “How are your studies progressing, Andrew?” she asked.

      Two men at the bar looked at him curiously, the red ribbons in their hats proclaiming them loyalists.

      Andrew swallowed. “Fine. Lottie needs to work on her printing.”

      His sister Charlotte, whom they called Lottie, could never live up to his high standards. She might only be eight, but he expected her to be as educated as he was. It caused friction between them, but Pearl, who often oversaw their work when Abigail couldn’t, had a way of soothing them both.

      Henry and Pearl had been able to read and write when they’d come to work for her, but they’d hidden it for many months. Abigail hadn’t blamed them for the fear. They didn’t know how Abigail would react to their education—some took it poorly, fearing that an educated Negro caused trouble. That was absurd. They, too, had once supported the British, who offered slaves freedom if they joined the British army. They weren’t slaves but understood the dilemma. Like Abigail, they, too, watched the British behavior in New York and revised their opinion.

      As Andrew retreated into the kitchen, Abigail said another prayer that she’d done the right thing, keeping her children with her during the war.

      The door had barely swung closed when Pearl emerged with another tray, bearing a bowl of lamb stew—which hid how scrawny the lamb had been—and slices of her fresh-baked bread with apple butter. With a nervous smile, she handed Abigail the tray and retreated into the kitchen as fast as she could. Pearl had never been well-treated by White men and had ample reason for her fear of them. She was younger than Henry, closer to Abigail’s age, with lighter skin and delicate features, things that lured male gazes. She kept her mob cap on to cover her dark hair, her eyes lowered. She wore the plainest gowns made of broadcloth, no matter how Abigail encouraged her to try the lighter chintz or calico muslin during the humid summer. No lace at her neckline or trimmed on the edges of the fichu gathered around her shoulders. Pearl wanted to be plain and unnoticed, and kept to her kitchen as much as possible.

      Abigail took a deep breath and turned around, looking for the customer who’d ordered the lamb stew. She saw him on the bench near the bare hearth, beneath a lantern that lit the dark corner. With a nod, she placed the bowl and plate of bread before him. When she saw he’d left his payment—British coins instead of Continentals—she gathered it quickly before he could change his mind. The British had done their best to make Continentals almost worthless and had mostly succeeded.

      Letting her empty tray hang to her side, she turned back toward the bar and then came to a sudden stop. A man stepped through the open front door and stopped to survey the tavern interior. The mullioned windows silhouetted him, briefly obscuring his face, but Abigail recognized him immediately. It was Benjamin G., her contact with the Culper spy ring. She wasn’t allowed to know his last name—and it bothered her that he knew hers because of the tavern name, Featherstone’s. He pulled off his tricorn hat, revealing black hair laced with silver at the temples, tied back into a queue. There was several days’ growth of scruffy beard on his face, and his eyes were heavy-lidded with wariness and exhaustion.

      And inside her rose the wall she’d carefully constructed to keep herself free of any emotional entanglement.

      Ben glanced around the taproom as if looking for a table, his gaze passing right over her as if they didn’t know each other.

      And they weren’t supposed to. Just his appearance meant she was to prepare for his return tonight after she’d closed the tavern.

      Abigail went past the bar and into the kitchen, her stomach tight with dread. It had been months since General Washington had wanted information from their spy network, months where she’d begun to feel normal—as normal as one could feel when one’s city was under occupation during a war.

      At least she’d assumed they’d been unneeded. Once the British fleet had left New York City last December, then took Charleston, South Carolina, back in May, all the focus seemed to be moving to the south. But General Clinton had recently returned to the city after his “victorious” southern campaign and would be overseeing the war from his northern base. Or so all her customers discussed. Did General Washington have something planned?

      Initially when Ben had approached her—he’d known her husband in the Sons of Liberty—she’d been willing to contribute what she could, as if she could make up for not supporting her husband. It had been easy to listen in on the conversations among soldiers, and occasionally to talk to officers at the parties thrown by her sister, Rebecca, who was married to a Loyalist turned British officer.

      But then she’d drawn the suspicion of Lieutenant Rutherford, a junior officer looking to make a name for himself by meeting the right people at the party. He’d almost caught her eavesdropping, and although she’d been able to avoid the worst of his attention, he’d continued to be suspicious, and she’d left before anything else could happen.

      “Abigail?”

      The concerned voice brought Abigail out of her worried musings. She forced a smile. “Yes, Pearl?”

      Pearl studied her closely, then glanced at Lottie, whose little head was bent over her slate as she worked at a corner table.

      Abigail opened her mouth to whisper about Ben, when there was a knock at the side door.

      “Sorry,” Pearl said, “our regulars have arrived. Would you answer the door while I prepare the food?”

      Abigail opened the door to find it just as Pearl had said—three little children with ragged clothes and dirty faces stood looking up at her eagerly. Her wary heart melted. So many families scrabbled for a meager living in Canvas Town, the burned neighborhood on the other side of Broadway. Open cellars were filled with water. For shelter, people tied canvas to chimneys that rose like sentinels guarding the memory of the homes that once stood there. They lived under those makeshift tents, and their children roamed the streets, looking for anything that dropped off wagons, from sticks of wood to heads of cabbage. And those were just the legal avenues to feed themselves.

      Their young visitors looked up at her with equal parts hope and wariness, as if they expected to be disappointed.

      Abigail smiled and stepped back. “Do come in and share a meal with us.”

      Like a litter of cats, they entered close together, and the boy took off his cap after one of the girls elbowed him.

      “Lottie?”

      Without needing to be reminded, her daughter wore a welcoming smile as she skirted closer to the wall to make more room at the little table. The war had certainly made her children realize that other children were not as fortunate as they. Andrew and Lottie might have lost their father, but they had adults to protect them, and a home to shelter them—even if they shared it with guests, both welcome and unwelcome.

      For the next half hour, Abigail kept an eye on the taproom out front and talked to her young guests in the kitchen. When their visits had first started, they ate silently, quickly, and fled. But now they were used to Abigail’s questions, and she was convinced showing interest in their lives helped them understand that they weren’t forgotten.

      After she sent the children on their way with packages of sausage, apples, and bread for their families, Abigail and Pearl exchanged a glance.

      “Lottie,” Abigail said, “please fetch your brother and head upstairs for your afternoon reading. Remember to⁠—”

      “Lock the door,” Lottie said impishly. “You’ve been saying that for years. I don’t forget.”

      The war had been going on for much of her daughter’s life. At Lottie’s age, Abigail would have been playing with her friends, roaming from house to house when she was finished with her chores. Poor Lottie and Andrew had never known such freedom.

      When Lottie had gone, Pearl turned to regard Abigail with worry. “What’s wrong?”

      Abigail sighed. “I saw Ben in the taproom.”

      Pearl winced. “Which means he will be back tonight.”

      “I assume so. I was hoping we were no longer needed.”

      “But the war isn’t over, even if many of the soldiers have gone south.”

      “I’d sworn to myself not to put my children and the two of you at risk.”

      “We’re all at risk until this war is over, if that makes you feel any better.”

      Abigail gave her a wry smile. “It doesn’t. But it reminds me of what’s at stake. I’ll meet him and see what he has to say.”

      “I can stay with the children while they sleep.”

      Abigail put her hand on her friend’s arm, then whispered, “Thank you.”

      
        
        ~oOo~

      

      

      After midnight, Abigail sat alone in the tavern kitchen, examining the day’s ledger and writing about her daily tasks in her journal. After Pearl had gone upstairs, Abigail sent Henry to bed—and since their bedroom was just off the kitchen, he didn’t protest too much about leaving her alone.

      The quiet knock on the side door startled her, even though she was expecting it. Taking a deep breath, she waited for the second solitary knock. When it came, she opened the door.

      Ben was a few steps lower than her, and their eyes met on an even level. His were sober, intent, and she wondered if he could see any fear in hers. She hoped not, and had been told before that her expressions often hid her emotions. Such a skill had come in very handy during the war.

      “Good evening, Abigail,” he said quietly.

      With a nod, she stepped back. “Please come in.”

      He came through the door, and she closed it behind him.

      “Would you join me in a cup of cider?” she asked, always the tavernkeeper.

      When he nodded, she poured from a pitcher into two pewter mugs on the worktable. It was of a height for standing and preparing food, so she pulled a stool out from beneath it and he did the same, right next to her. It was inconvenient for a conversation where one wanted to look into the eyes of a person giving life or death instructions, but made clear to anyone who entered that they might be courting, stealing time away from children or customers. A British officer staying in her rooms had once or twice come down to steal a late-night meal, and such an intimate tableau might seem less suspicious.

      Abigail took a small sip of the cool, sweet cider, then folded her hands and waited.

      Ben swallowed, set down his mug, and spoke softly. “Were you surprised to see me this afternoon? I could not tell.”

      “Yes and no. I had hoped, with the war moving south…” She let her voice trail off.

      “But New York is still the British headquarters, and probably always will be. General Clinton knows it’s one of our major ports, located as it is between the northern and southern colonies. He’s not about to abandon it. And where he is, there is news that will interest our friends.”

      “I have thought something might be afoot,” she said.

      He inhaled sharply. “Why?”

      “The city seems more crowded with troops. I hear ship-of-the-line captains grumble about an embargo.”

      He nodded. “It is so on Long Island as well. Troops have been called in from Lloyd’s Neck and many other distant posts.”

      “It sounds like they might be headed south,” she said.

      “We suspect they are going to make a diversion upriver, that this has to do with the expected French fleet.”

      It was her turn to give a sharp inhale. “More help is finally arriving?”

      “If they can get here,” Ben replied. “We believe the French are sending an even larger fleet this time, filled with munitions and troops.”

      “It will mean all the difference,” she said, afraid to hope, afraid to remember what it felt like to be free of fear for her children.

      “General Washington needs to know if the British are aware of the impending arrival of the French fleet and planning a counterattack, or if they are merely preparing for a move southward. And if they intend to confront the French, what are their plans?”

      “He doesn’t want much, does he?” she asked dryly.

      “We only have three or four days at most. Washington needs to plan how best to position our army.”

      “Days?” she echoed, shocked. “What can we possibly accomplish in such a short time?”

      He shrugged. “He needs to know the troop movement on Long Island, whether they’re confined to the port at Brooklyn or if they have men posted elsewhere, and the size of those detachments. Basically, anything worth their notice.”

      Abigail’s thoughts raced. She couldn’t imagine how she could set things in motion in such a short time, certainly not for that amount of intelligence. “I don’t know if I can be of help,” she said at last.

      Ben took another drink of cider. “You are not a soldier. This has always been your decision.”

      “You are not a soldier,” she countered.

      “Because I was deemed more valuable as a false Loyalist. This is the only way I can help.”

      She heard the words as if he spoke them—this is the only way you can help.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon,” he said. “Signal your answer.”

      They had so many signals, for so many eventualities. But that would not help her if in her haste to find answers, she was captured. What would become of her children, their livelihood?

      She thought Ben would depart while she brooded, but he didn’t, lingering over his cider. She noticed he was almost finished and topped off his mug without asking. He raised an eyebrow but didn’t protest.

      “What worries you now, that didn’t before?” he asked quietly.

      Abigail let out a sigh. “I didn’t mention it before, but I was almost caught eavesdropping by a British officer. I think he might remain suspicious of me.”

      “There are many other officers.”

      “But besides the tavern, my main source of officers is at my sister’s home, where he is often invited.”

      Ben nodded, then hesitated. “It must be difficult to be on opposite sides of the war with your family.”

      “Don’t so many of us have that problem?” she asked bitterly. “I was raised on a farm in Westchester county after my parents brought my sister and me from England. We were grateful to the king for our good fortune. My parents and my sister still are. Early in the war, they kept demanding that I leave my husband for the relative safety of the farm. They were so…dismissive about his beliefs. But I couldn’t leave my husband and the business we’d worked so hard to build. They offered to keep my children safe, away from the city, but I was—and still am—worried they’d turn them against me, against their father’s memory. And I still think I can keep them safer, just by being their mother. But am I wrong? Am I selfish?” She sounded defensive even to herself. She took a deep breath. “Please ignore that outburst.”

      “I won’t. I asked you a question and you answered. It is not easy to be in your situation.”

      He was meeting her gaze with an honesty that compelled her to keep talking, even though a voice inside warned that it would be a mistake to learn personal details.

      “And now you know even more about me,” she said. “And I know nothing about you.”

      He shrugged and looked back at the cider. “There’s not very much to tell. “I’m a silversmith in a world where metal is being melted into bullets. Few need what I do right now—or can afford it.”

      “I imagine British officers and Loyalists might still be patronizing your shop.”

      He gave a crooked smile. “True. It can be useful—as you know.” He tapped his mug to hers.

      She met his gaze for a long moment, then turned away. Sometimes it was too easy to forget he should only be her conduit to spies and not a person—a man.

      This was a war, and there was no time to think of him as anything other than a fellow Patriot.

      As if Ben, too, wanted to avoid whatever had flashed between them, he said, “Your tavern seems as busy as ever. You’ve certainly succeeded in what some would term a man’s occupation.”

      She snorted a laugh. “After my husband’s death, there were many who thought me incapable because of my sex. A man tried to claim he was my husband’s business partner, bringing accounts I could prove were false—as if I would be stupid enough not to counter him. Another merchant kept trying to loan me money, though I knew what he’d demand in return. A third has asked me to marry him every three months since Edmund’s death, as if I am an appointment on his calendar.”

      It was Ben’s turn to laugh. “You own a prosperous tavern with lodgings. I’m not surprised that some would do whatever they could to take control of it.”

      There was a long moment’s silence as he finished his cider. Abigail stood up and went to bank the fire, piling ashes over the hot coals to keep until morning. Not that morning was far off.

      Ben rose and picked up his tricorn hat. “Thank you for the cider. I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon for your answer. I hope you’ll help us.”

      He didn’t try to convince her, just went out the door, put on his hat, and walked down the dark street.
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      Not five hours later, Abigail was adding wood to the fire, still giving thanks that she was able to purchase any at all after the previous disastrous winter, when every tree on the island had been cut down by the British. The cold had been so bad the people dragged sleds across the frozen Hudson to bring fuel back.

      Henry emerged from their room, carrying a basin. He gave her a weary smile, then limped outside to dump the dirty water. As he returned, Pearl entered the kitchen, tying on her apron before adjusting her mob cap.

      “Good morning,” Abigail said to them with a smile.

      Henry nodded gravely and the married couple both studied her, obviously awaiting her report on Ben.

      Abigail sighed. “Yes, Ben would like our help.” After checking that no one was outside either kitchen door, she whispered the details.

      Pearl’s dark eyes were narrowed in sympathy. “What will you do?”

      “I spent a mostly restless night debating the answer he needs today. Gathering intelligence didn’t seem so dangerous when I began last year, but I wanted to help the war effort, partially out of guilt.”

      They both nodded with understanding.

      “But when I was almost discovered, and I realized how that would affect my children…” She trailed off, hugging herself as if a chill wind had swept through the room.

      “But isn’t the war already affecting the children?” Henry asked quietly, his deep voice somber.

      Abigail didn’t know how to answer.

      
        
        ~oOo~

      

      

      Henry’s words proved prophetic, when not an hour later, he staggered back into the kitchen through the side entrance, carrying Andrew, who hung limply in his arms. Both of them were spattered in blood.

      For a frozen moment, Abigail covered her mouth against a scream. This was her worst fear come to life. The war had taken her husband—would it take her son?

      But even as Henry fell back into a chair steadied by Pearl, Andrew moaned, lifted his head briefly, then let it drop to Henry’s shoulder.

      Abigail rushed forward and put her arms around her son, helping to hold him up. She wanted to press him to her bosom as she had when he was a babe, but she knew he considered himself too old for that. One of his eyes was swollen shut, and a bruise marred cheek.

      “It’s my fault,” Henry said. Blood leaked from his cut lip. His face was darkened with bruises.

      Pearl quickly dipped a cloth in a water bucket and dabbed his mouth. “Don’t talk. You’re making no sense.”

      Seeing how he was trembling, Abigail slid another chair next to him and took her son’s upper body across her lap.

      Andrew’s good eye, damp and bloodshot, blinked at her. “It wasn’t right, Mama.”

      Her heart gave a squeeze at the name he used to call her when he toddled around her legs. “Andrew, don’t talk. Where does it hurt?”

      When Pearl pressed another wet cloth into her hands, she used it on her boy’s face.

      He grimaced and tried to turn away. “The things they said about Henry—they were evil!”

      Helplessly, Abigail turned to Henry.

      Tears ran down his battered face. “It’s my fault,” he mumbled again, setting his swollen lip bleeding anew. “Those Redcoats—British soldiers,” he amended, obviously remembering how she tried to keep her children away from the ugly words of war. “They were just lashing out. I should have hustled away immediately, but⁠—”

      “We were getting water from the well,” Andrew said, sitting up straighter in her lap. “It wasn’t right for them to stop us. And then they hit Henry, when he was doing nothing to them.”

      Henry patted Andrew’s leg, where it still trailed across his lap. “Next time, let me deal with soldiers.”

      Andrew stared at him, a tear spilling from his good eye. “I made things worse, didn’t I?”

      Abigail hugged him closer. “Defending your friend isn’t making things worse. But in these times, it’s wisest to do as Henry wishes. Those soldiers could have been even more cruel, and no one would have stopped them or held them accountable. I’ve tried to explain how we must live until this war is over, Andrew. We must not antagonize the people who have power over us. Our soldiers are working to defend us on the battlefield, and we must be patient.”

      But Abigail’s patience was at an end. War had been dragging on for several years now, and without French help, the battle for independence could be lost. She lived in a perpetual state of fear, soldiers quartered above their tavern, existing side by side with her children. The Patriots needed to be the victors. If she could help make it happen, she owed it to herself and her family to do so.

      Though Pearl was bustling about the kitchen, fetching cloth bandages and heating water, she kept glancing at Abigail with speculation. They didn’t speak, only worked together to help Andrew take a quick bath before the fire. He asked them to put up the screen for privacy and retreated behind it, but not before she saw more bruises on his thin chest. What kind of monsters beat children for defending their friends?

      Pearl helped Henry retreat into their small bedroom to change. When she emerged a few minutes later, Abigail was already preparing the morning meal for the soldiers quartered in her tavern—bread, stewed pumpkin mixed with milk, and tea made from strawberry leaves. She wanted to tend to her son, but at ten he felt himself too old for his mother.

      Pearl came to her side and spoke quietly. “What do you intend to do?”

      “Tell Ben he can count on my help,” Abigail said grimly as she continued to knead the risen bread.

      Pearl pushed open the door to the taproom and peered through, before coming back to the worktable. “Henry is well enough to hide in his usual place.”

      A storage closet on the third-floor hall had a secret compartment in the back that they’d created to spy on British soldiers housed in the next room. It had proven useful occasionally, but since higher-ranking officers seldom stayed in her tavern rooms, discussions were not usually full of military plans.

      “That is good of him to offer,” Abigail said, “and if there’s time, he can try, but Ben told me we only have three or four days to figure out what’s going on.”

      “What is your plan and how can I help?”

      Abigail nudged Pearl’s shoulder with her own. “You know Captain Stanton, who comes for dinner every day?”

      Pearl looked at her with dark, concerned eyes. “He follows you with his gaze.”

      Abigail sighed. “It is very annoying. But I think it will come in handy now. He is newly assigned to General Clinton’s staff.”

      “Ohhh.” Pearl drew out the word, frowning. “But what can you do? You cannot endanger yourself.”

      “I don’t plan to.” Abigail divided the dough into two round loafs, covered them with a cloth and placed them near the hearth to rise again. “But a man who is flattered often speaks foolishly. He asks me to join him for the meal every day. Today I will accept.”

      It was either that or approach her sister Rebecca for access to another Loyalist dinner party. But she remembered how she’d crept along the hall outside the drawing room, eavesdropping so intently she hadn’t heard Lieutenant Rutherford approach. She could still remember the shock of hearing his voice in her ear, his breath on her bare neck, his hand on her arm as he demanded to know what she was doing. She’d had a ready lie, claiming to be checking if it was time for the women to join the men. But he’d watched her with veiled suspicion for the rest of the evening. Could she risk moving in his circles again?

      They suddenly heard boots clumping down the stairs in the taproom. Andrew gave a little gasp behind the screen and emerged with his breeches on, holding his bloodstained shirt. Pearl draped one of Henry’s around him, and after insisting he didn’t need help, he limped up the back staircase.
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