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FEMME SOLE

BY DANA CAMERON
North End

moment of your time, Anna Hoyt.”
AAnna slowed and cursed to herself. She’d seen

Adam Seaver as she crossed Prince Street, and
for a terrible moment thought he was following her. She’d
hoped to lose him amid the peddlers and shoppers at the
busy market near Dock Square, but she couldn't ignore
him after he called out. His brogue was no more than a low
growl, but conversations around him tended to fade and
die. He never raised his voice, but he never had a problem
making himself heard, even over the loudest of Boston's
boisterous hawkers.

In fact, with anxious glances, the crowd melted back in
retreat from around her. No one wanted to be between Seaver
and whatever he was after.

Cowards, she thought. But her own mouth was dry as he
approached.

She turned, swallowed, met his eyes, then lowered hers,
hoping it looked like modesty or respect and not revulsion. His
face was weathered and, in places, blurred with scars, marks of
fights from which he’d walked away the winner; there was a nick
above his ear where he’d had his head shaved. Seaver smiled,
she could see two rows of sharp, ugly teeth like a mouthful of
broken glass or like one of the bluefish the men sometimes
caught in the harbor. Bluefish were so vicious they had to be
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clubbed when they were brought into the boat or they’d shear
your finger off.

He didn’t touch her, but she flinched when he gestured
to a quiet space behind the stalls. It was blustery autumn, salt
air and a hint of snow to come, but a sour milk smell nearly
gagged her. Dried leaves skittered over discarded rotten veg-
etables, or was it that even the boldest rats fled when Seaver
approached?

“How are you, Mr. Seaver ?” she asked. She tried to imag-
ine that she was safely behind her bar. She felt she could man-
age anything with the bar between her and the rest of the
world.

“Fair enough. Yourself?”

“Fine.” She wished he’d get on with it. “Thanks.” His ex-
cessive manners worried her. He'd never spoken to her before,
other than to order his rum and thank her.

When he didn't speak, Anna felt the sweat prickle along
the hairline at the back of her neck. The wind blew a lit-
tle colder, and the crowd and imagined safety of the market
seemed remote. The upright brick structure of the Town
House was impossibly far away, and the ships anchored groan-
ing at the wharves could have been at sea.

He waited, searched her face, then looked down. “What
very pretty shoes.”

“Thank you. They’re from Turner’s.” She shifted uncom-
fortably. She didn’'t believe he was interested in her shoes, but
neither did she imagine he was trying to spare her feelings
by not staring at the bruises that ran up the side of her head.
These were almost hidden with an artfully draped shawl, but
her lip was still visibly puffy. It was too easy to trace the line
from that to the black and blue marks. One mark led to the
next like a constellation.
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One thing always led to another.

“What can | do for you, Mr. Seaver?” she said at last. Not
knowing was too much.

“I may be in a way to do something for you.”

Anna couldn’t help it: she sighed. She heard the offer five
times a night.

“Nothing like that,” he said, showing that rank of teeth.
“It’s your husband.”

“What about him?” Gambling debts, whores, petty theft?
Another harebrained investment gone west? Her mind
raced over the many ways Thomas could have offended Mr.
Seaver.

“I saw him at Clark’s law office this morning. I had busi-
ness with Clark . . . on behalf of my employer . . .”

Anna barely stifled a shudder. Best to know nothing of
Seaver or his employer’s business, which had brought a for-
tune so quickly that it could only have come from some brutal
trade in West Indian contraband. Thick Thomas Hoyt was
well beneath the notice of Seaver’s boss, praise God.

“. .. and your husband was still talking to Clark.”

“Yes?” Anna refused to reveal surprise at Thomas visiting
a lawyer. He had no use or regard for the law.

“He was asking how he could sell your establishment.”

“He can't. It's mine,” she said before thinking.

Seaver showed no surprise at her vehemence. “Much as |
thought, and exactly what Clark told him. Apparently, Hook
Miller wants the place.”

“So he said last night. I thanked him, but I'm not selling.
He was more than understanding.”

Seaver tilted his head. “Because he thinks the way to ac-
quire your tavern is through your husband.”

The words went through Anna like a knife, and she un-
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derstood. Her hand rose to her cheek. The beating had come
only hours after Miller’s offer and her refusal. Thomas had
been blind drunk, and she could barely make out what had
driven him this time.

“If I sell it, how will we live? The man’s an idiot.” She was
shocked to realize that she’d actually said this, that she was
having a conversation, this conversation, with Seaver.

“Perhaps Thomas thinks he can weasel a big enough price
from Miller.”

“The place is mine. No one can take it, not even my hus-
band. My father said so. He showed me the papers.” Feme sole
merchant were what the lawyers called her, with their fancy
Latin. The documents allowed her to conduct business almost
as if she was a man. At first, it was only with her father’s con-
sent, but as she prospered—and he sickened—it was accepted
that she was responsible, allowed to trade on her own. Very
nearly independent, almost as good as a man, in the year of
Our Lord 1745. And, though she could never say so aloud,
better than most.

“I think Clark will be bound by the document,” Seaver
said. “At least until someone more persuasive than Thomas
comes along.”

The list of people more persuasive and smarter than her
husband was lengthy.

“It's only a piece of paper.” Seaver shrugged. “A fragile
thing.”

Anna nodded, trying not to shift from one foot to another.
Eventually, Hook Miller would find a way. As long as she’d
known him, he always had.

Anna swallowed. “Why are you telling me this?”

He shrugged. “I like to drink at your place.”

She almost believed him. "And?”
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She knew what was coming, was nearly willing to pay the
price that Seaver would ask. Whatever would save her prop-
erty and livelihood, the modicum of security and indepen-
dence she’d struggled to achieve. What were her alternatives?
Sew until she was blind, or follow behind some rich bitch and
carry her purse, run her errands? Turn a sailor’s whore?

“And?” she repeated.

“And.” He leered. “I want to see what you will do.”

The bad times were hard for everyone, but it was the good
times that brought real trouble, she thought. A pretty young
lass with no family and a thriving business on the waterfront.
She might as well have hung out a sign.

Anna hurried back to the Queen’s Arms, shopping forgot-
ten. No one had ever paid the property any attention when
her father ran the place. It was only after she’d taken over
the tavern, within sight of the wharves that cut into Boston
Harbor, that business grew and drew attention.

The Queen was a neighborhood place on Fleet Street.
“The burying ground up behind you, and the deep, dark sea
ahead,” her father used to say, but in between was a place for
a man to drink his beer after work—or before, as may be the
case—the occasional whiskey, if he was feeling full and fat. Or
three or five, if he was broke and buggered.

She stumbled over the cobbles in the street, but recovered
and hurried along, needing to reassure herself the place was
still there, that it hadn’t vanished, hadn’'t been whisked away
by magic from the crowd of buildings that lined the narrow
streets above the harbor. Or been burned to the ground, more
likely. She never doubted that her hushand, stupid as he was,
would find a way to rob her for Miller, if that's what Thomas
imagined he wanted.
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Had Thomas Hoyt been content with hot meals twice a
day, too much to drink and ten minutes sweating over his wife
on Saturday night, church and repentance Sunday morning,
Anna could have managed him well enough. She wanted a
more ambitious man, but Thomas had come with his mother’s
shop next door. When that allowed Anna to expand her tav-
ern, she thought it a fair enough trade.

Until she discovered Thomas was ambitious, in his own
way. While she poured ale, rum, and whiskey, he sat in the
corner. Ready to change the barrels or quell the occasional
rowdiness, he more often read his paper and smoked, playing
the host. His eyes followed his pretty wife’s movements and
those of all the men around her.

There were two men he had watched with peculiar inter-
est, and Anna now understood why. One was Hook, named
Robert Miller by his mother, a ruffian with a finger in every
pie and a hand in every pocket. Hook’s gang were first to take
advantage of all the trade on the waterfront, from loading and
unloading ships to smuggling. But he did more for the local
men than he took from them and was a kind of hero for it. Of
course Hook appealed to Thomas: he was everything Thomas
imagined he himself could be.

The other man he watched was Seaver, but even Thomas
was smart enough to be circumspect when he did it. When
one of Miller’s men drunkenly pulled Seaver from his chair
one night, claiming his looks were souring the beer, Seaver left
without a word. But he came back the next night, and Miller’s
man never did. That man now drank at another house, where
no one knew him. Three fingers from his right hand were bro-
ken and his nose bitten off.

The other men left Seaver alone after that. Anna smiled
as she served his rum, but it stopped at her eyes. He was
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content to sit quietly, alone with who knew what thoughts.

Thomas was scrubbing the bar when she arrived. He looked
up, smiled as though he remembered nothing of what had
happened the night before. Maybe he didn't.

“There’s my girl. Shopping done?”

“I forgot something.”

“Well, find it and I'll walk you to the dressmaker’s myself.
It's getting dark.”

He said it as though the dark brought devils instead of the
tradesmen who came regularly to her place. Who worshipped
her. She had married him a year before, after her father died,
for protection. She ran her tongue along the inside of her
cheek, felt the swelling there, felt a tooth wiggle, her lip tear
a fraction.

“I won't have you be less than the best-dressed lady in the
North End,” he said expansively, as if he emptied his pockets
onto the counter himself. Anna and Mr. Long, the tailor, had
a deal: Anna borrowed the latest gowns; wearing them, she
showed them to perfection, the ideal advertisement with her
golden hair and slim waist. The men at her place either sent
their wives to the dressmaker’s so they’d look more like Anna,
or spent more money at Anna’s just to look at her, a fine, soft,
pretty thing amid so much coarseness.

She pretended to locate some trifle under the bar, and
Thomas wiped his hands on the seat of his britches. She forced
a smile; her mouth still hurt. Better to have him think she was
stupid or in love. Even better, afraid.

“The best news, Anna,” he said, taking her arm as they
went back onto the street. “Rob Miller has added another
twenty pounds to his asking price. WWe were right to wait.”

It was still less than half the value of the place. Under no
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circumstances would she consider selling to Hook Miller and
give Thomas the money to invest and lose.

She nodded, as if her refusal to sell had been a joint
decision.

“I think we’ll wait until Friday, see if we can’t drive the
price a little higher,” he said, patting her hand. His palm was
heavy and rough. She saw the faint abrasions along the knuck-
les, remembered them intimately.

She nodded again, kept her eyes on her feet, shoes peeping
out from under her skirt, as she moved briskly to keep up with
Thomas. He raced across the cobbles, she a half-pace behind.

Friday, then. Three days. Between Miller’s desire for her
tavern and Thomas’s wish to impress him, she was trapped.

Friday night came despite Anna’s prayers for fire, a hurri-
cane, a French invasion. But the place was as it always was:
a wide, long room, stools and tables, two good chairs by a
large, welcoming fire. The old windows were in good repair,
the leads tight, and decent curtains kept out the drafts. The
warm smells of good Barbadian rum and local ale kept the
world at bay.

When Miller came into the tavern, Thomas got up im-
mediately, offered him the best upholstered seat, nearest the
fire. Miller dismissed him outright, said his business was with
Anna. Anna tried with all her might to divert his attention
back to Thomas, but Miller could not have made more of a
show of favoring her in front of the entire room, who watched
from behind raised mugs. Thomas glowered, his gaze never
leaving Anna.

“Why won't you sell the place, Anna?” Miller’s words and
tone were filled with hurt; she was doing him unfairly.

Anna’s eyes flicked around the room; the men sitting
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there drinking were curious. Why would Anna cross Miller?
No profit in that, they all knew.

“And if I did, what would I live on then?” she asked gaily,
as if Miller had been revisiting a long-standing joke.

“Go to the country, for all of me,” he said, draining his
glass. It might as well have been Go to the Devil.

As if she had a farm to retire to, a home somewhere
other than over the barroom. “I promised my father I would
not,” she said, trying to maintain the tone of a joke, but the
strain was audible in her voice, her desperation a tremor in
her answer.

“Well, come find me—" he set his empty glass down.
“When you're ready to be reasonable.” He tipped his hat to
her, ignored Thomas, and left.

After that, the other regulars filed out, one by one. None
wanted to see what they all knew would come next. Anna
tried to entice them to stay, even offering a round on the
house on the flimsy excuse of someone’s good haul of fish.
But it couldn’t last forever, and eventually even the boy who
helped serve was sent home. Only Seaver was left.

It was late, past the time when Thomas generally retired.
It was obvious he wasn't going to bed.

Seaver stood up. Anna looked at him with a wild hope.
Perhaps he would come to her aid, somehow defuse the situ-
ation. He put a coin down on the counter and leaned toward
her.

She glanced hastily at Thomas, who was scowling as he
jabbed the fire with a poker. Anna’s face was a mask of des-
peration. She leaned closer, and Seaver surreptitiously ran a
finger along the back of her hand.

“Better if you don’t argue with him,” he breathed, his lips
barely moving. “Don’t fight back too much.”
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She watched his back as he left. The room was empty,
quiet, save for the crackle of the fire, the beating of Anna’s
heart in her chest.

Thomas straightened, and turned. “I thought we had an
agreement.”

Anna looked around; there was no one to help her. The
door . ..

“I thought, any man comes in here looking for a piece, you
send him up to that fancy cathouse on Salem Street. And yet |
see you, a damned slut, making cow eyes at every man in here,
right in front of me.”

She ran, but just as her fingers touched the latch, she felt
the poker slam across her shoulders. She cried out, fell against
the door. The next blows landed on her back, but Thomas,
tired of imprecision and mindful of leaving visible marks that
would make the punters uneasy, dropped the poker and relied
on the toe of his boot.

When his rage diminished, Thomas stormed out. Anna
remained on the floor, too afraid and too hurt to get up. She
measured the grain of the wood planks while she thought.
Thomas would go to Miller, reassure him the sale was immi-
nent. Soon she would have no choice.

She eventually forced herself up, pulling herself onto a
stool. No bones broken, this time.

In her quest to find security, independence, she’d first
tried the law, and when that wasn’'t enough, she’d put her
faith in her husband’s strength. Now . . . she wasn’t sure what
would work, but knew she would be damned if she gave in.
Not after all she’d done to make the place her own. Her father
had taught her the value of a business, repeated it over and
over, as she held his hand while he died. He said there were
only two books she needed to mind, her Bible and her ledger,
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but now the latter had her in deep trouble. She moved stiffly
to the bar, poured herself a large rum, drank it down neat,
exchanging the burn of the liquor for the searing pain in her
back.

Thomas didn’t return in the morning, but Anna hadn't ex-
pected him to. He often stayed away after a beating, a chance
for her to think over her sins, he’d told her once before. But
never for more than a day or two.

She moved stiffly that day, easier the next, but late the
third evening, when Anna was about to bar the door for the
night, a man’s hand shoved it open. Maybe Thomas had had
a change of heart, had come home—

It was Hook Miller.

She didn't offer a drink. He didn’t ask for one.

“Why not sell to me, Anna Hoyt?” he asked, warming his
hands at the fire. “I want this place, so you might as well save
yourself the trouble.”

“I told you: my father said I should never sell. Property—
it's the only sure thing in this world.”

Miller didn’'t seem bothered, only a bit impatient. “There’s
nothing sure, Anna. Wood burns, casks break, and customers
leave. And I've had the lawyer Clark make your rights over to
Thomas. Take my money, leave here.”

She said nothing. Felt the paper she kept in her shoe, the
copy of the document that gave her the Queen’s Arms, the
property, the right to do business. Now they were, he was tell-
ing her, worthless. After all her work, all she’d done . . .

Suddenly, Anna had a dreadful thought. “Where’s
Thomas? Have you seen him?”

“Indeed, I have just left him.” Miller stood straight, smiled
crookedly. He continued, mock-serious: “He’s . . . down by my
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wharf. He couldn’t persuade you to sell, but he’s still looking
after your interests.”

The blood froze inside her. Thomas was dead, she knew it.

Miller tilted his head and waited. When she couldn’t bring
herself to respond, he left, closing the door behind him.

The paralyzing cold spread over her, and, for a blessed mo-
ment, Anna felt nothing. Then the shivering started, brought
her back to the tavern. Anna’s first thought was that her knees
would give way before she reached the chair by the fire. She
clutched the back of it, her nails digging into the upholstery.
When she felt one of them snap, she turned, took three steps,
then vomited into the slops pot on the bar.

Better, Anna thought, wiping her mouth. I must be better
than this.

Still trembling, but at least able to think, she climbed the
stairs to her rooms. She saw Thomas’s good shirt hanging from
a peg, and buried her face in it, breathing deeply. She took it
down, rubbing the thick linen between her fingers, and con-
sidered the length of the sleeves. She stared at the peg, high
on the wall, and reluctantly made her decision.

Everything was different in her new shoes. Since she was used
to her thin slippers, the cobbles felt oddly distant beneath the
thick soles, and it took her awhile to master the clunkiness
of the heels. She relied on a population used to drunken sail-
ors to ignore her, relied on the long cloak to conceal most of
her blunders. Thomas’s clothes would have been impossible,
but she still had a chest full of her father’s things, and his
boots were a better fit. Best not to think about the rest of
her garb. She needed to confirm what Miller had hinted, and
she couldn’'t be seen doing it. Anna was too familiar a figure
to those whose lives were spent on the wharves, and most of
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them would be friendly faces. But not if she were caught. If
they caught her, so scandalously dressed in britches, well . . .
losing the tavern would be the least of it.

Somehow, her need to know for sure was stronger than
fear, than embarrassment, and the bell in the Old North
Church chimed as she found her way to Miller’s wharf. The
reek of tar and wood fires made her eyes water, and a stiff
breeze combined drying fish with the smells of spices in nearby
warehouses, making her almost gag.

The moon broke through the clouds. She walked out to the
harbor, feeling more and more exposed by the moment . . .

Nothing on Miller’'s wharf that shouldn’t be there. She
stopped, struck by a realization. Hook would never lay the
murder at his own doorstep.

The urge to move a short way down to the pier and wharf
that belonged to Clark, Miller’s detested rival in business, was
nearly physical.

At first, Anna saw nothing but the boards of the pier itself.
She climbed down the ladder to the water’s edge, hooked one
of the dinghies by its rope, and pulled it close. She boarded,
cast off, and rowed, following the length of the pier. Though
she preferred to be secret, there was no need to muffle the
oarlocks; the waterfront’s activity died down at night, but it
was never completely silent along the water. Sweat trickled
down her back even as thin ice crackled on the floor of the
boat beneath her feet.

The half hour rang out, echoed by church bells across
Boston and Charlestown, and Anna shivered in spite of her
warm exercise.

Three-quarters of the way down the pier, Anna saw a
glimpse of white on the water. She uncovered her lantern and
held it up.
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Among the pilings, beneath the pier, all manner of lost
and discarded things floated, bobbing idly on top of the waves:
broken crate wood, a dead seagull, an unmoored float. There
was something else.

A body.

Even without seeing his face, she knew it was Thomas, his
fair hair floating like kelp, the shirt she herself had patched
billowing around him like sea foam. A wave broke against the
piling of the pier and one of his hands was thrust momentarily
to the surface, puffy and raw: the fish and harbor creatures
had already been to feast.

Anna stared awhile, and then maneuvered the boat
around. She rowed quietly back to the ladder, tied up the din-
ghy, and headed home.

She brought the bottle of rum to her room, drank until
the cold was chased away and she could feel her fingers again.
Then she drank a good deal more. She changed back into her
own clothing and, keeping her father’s advice in mind, opened
her Bible. In an old habit, she let it fall open where it would,
closing her eyes and placing a finger on the text. The candle
burned low while she read, waiting for someone to come and
tell her Thomas Hoyt was dead.

Hook Miller came to the burial on Copp’s Hill. As he made his
way up to where Anna stood, the crowd of neighbors—there
were nearly fifty of them, for nothing beat a good funeral—doffed
their hats out of respect to his standing. Miller’s clothes were
showy but ill-suited to him, Anna knew, and he pretended
concern that was as foreign to him as a clean handkerchief.
He even waited decently before he approached her, and those
nearby heard a generous offer of aid to the widow, so that she
could retreat to a quieter life elsewhere.
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The offering price was still an affront. When she shook
her head, he nodded sadly, said he’d be back when she was
more composed. She knew it wasn’t solicitousness but the eyes
of the neighborhood that made him so nice. The next time
Miller approached her, it would be in private. There would be
no refusing that offer.

When Seaver came in for his drink later, she avoided his
glance. She’d already made up her mind.

The next morning, she sent a note to Hook Miller. No reason
to be seen going to him, when there was nothing more natural
than for him to come to the tavern. And if his visit stood out
among others, why, she was a propertied widow now, who had
to keep an eye to the future.

He didn't bother knocking, came in as if he already owned
the place, and barred the door behind him. She was standing
behind a chair, waiting, a bottle of wine on the table, squat-
bodied and long-necked, along with two of her best glasses,
polished to gleaming. One was half-filled, half-drunk. The fire
was low, and there were only two candles lit.

He bowed and sat without being asked. His breath was
thick with harsh New England rum. “\Well?”

“I can’t sell the place. I'd be left with nothing.”

Miller was silent at first, but his eyes narrowed. “And?”

Anna straightened. “Marry me. That way . . . the place
will be yours, and I'll be . . . looked after.”

“You didn’t sign it over to Thomas.”

“Thomas Hoyt was as thick as two short planks. I couldn’'t
trust him to find his arse with both hands.”

Thomas’s absence now was not discussed.

Miller pondered. “If 1 do, you'll sign the Queen’s Arms
over to me.”
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“The day we wed.” Her father had given her the hope
and the means, but then slowly, painfully, she’d discovered
she couldn’t keep the place alone. She swallowed. “I can't do
this by myself.”

“And what benefit to me to marry you?”

Her hours of thought had prepared the answer. “You'll get
a property you've always wanted, and with it, an eye and an
ear to everything that happens all along the waterfront. More
than that: respectability. This whole neighborhood is getting
nothing but richer, and you'd be in the middle of it. What
better way to advance than through deals with the merchant
nobs themselves? To say nothing of window dressing for your
other . . . affairs.”

Miller laughed, then stopped, considered what she was
saying. “Sharp. And a clever wife to entertain my new friends?
It makes sense.”

“Those merchants, they’re no more than a step above
hustling themselves. We can be of use to each other,” she said
carefully. She’d almost said need, but that would have been
fatal. “Wine?”

He looked at her, looked at the bottle, the one empty
glass. “Thanks.”

She poured, the ruby liquid turning blood-black in the
green-tinged glasses, against the dark of the room.

He stared at the glass, his brow furrowing. “I’'ve more of a
mind for beer, if you don't mind.”

She looked disappointed, but didn’t press him. “You'll
have to get a head for wine if you expect to move up in the
world.” She rose and slid a pewter mug from a peg on the wall,
then filled it from the large barrel behind her bar.

Miller smiled, thanked her. She raised her glass to him,
sipped. He saluted and drank too.
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It was then he noticed the large Bible on the table next to
them. He reached over, flipped through carelessly.

“Too much theater for one about to be so soon remarried,
don't you think?” He flicked through the pages, as if looking
for something he could make use of. “Devotion doesn’t play.
Not around here, anyway.”

Anna suppressed her feelings at seeing him handle the
book so roughly. She shut it firmly, moved it away. “My father
said it was the only book besides my ledger to heed.”

Miller shrugged. Piety was unexpected, especially after her
reaction—or lack thereof—to her husband’s murder, but who
could pretend to understand a woman? Her reaction aroused
him, however. Any resistance did. “Let me see what I'll be get-
ting myself into. Lift your skirts.”

Anna had known it would come to this; still, she hesi-
tated. Only a moment. But before Hook had to say another
word, she bunched up the silk, slippery in her sweaty palms,
and raised her skirts to her thighs. Miller reached out, grabbed
the ribbon of her garter, and pulled. It slithered out of its knot,
draped itself over his fist. He leaned forward, slid a finger over
the top of her stocking, then collapsed onto the table. His
head hit hard, and he didn’t say another word.

Repulsed, Anna unhooked his finger from her stocking,
let his hand fall heavily, smack against the chair leg. She
straightened her stocking, retied her garter, then picked up
the heavy Bible. She hesitated, gulping air, then, remem-
bering her father’s words and the fourth chapter of Judges,
nodded.

I must be better than this. | must manage.

She reached into the cracked binding of the Bible and
withdrew a long steel needle. Its point picked up the light
from the candle and glittered. Her breath held, she stood over
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the unconscious man, then, aiming carefully, she drove it deep
into his ear.

Shortly, with a grunt, a shudder, a sigh, Miller stopped
breathing.

She had been afraid she’'d been too stingy, miscalculated the
dose, unseen in the bottom of the pewter mug, not wanting
to warn him with the smell of belladonna or have it spill as it
waited on the peg. Her father had been frailer, older, and when
she could stand his rasping, rattling breathing no longer, could
wait no longer to begin her own plans for the Queen’s Arms,
she had mixed a smaller amount into his beer. No matter:
either the poison or the needle had done its work on Hook
Miller.

Anna threw the rest of the beer onto the floor, followed
it with the last of the wine from the bottle. No sense in tak-
ing chances. She had a long night ahead of her. She could
barely move Hook on her own. Slender though she was, she
was strong from hauling water and kegs and wood from the
time she could walk, but he was nearly two hundred pounds of
dead meat. She’d planned this, though, with as much meticu-
lousness as she planned everything in her life. Everything that
could be anticipated, that is. Thomas’s ill-conceived greedi-
ness she hadn’'t counted on, nor Miller’s interest in her place.
These were hard lessons and dearly bought.

She would be better. She would manage.

She went to the back, brought out the barrow used to
move stock. With careful work, and a little luck, Anna
tipped Miller from his chair into the barrow, and, struggling
to keep her balance, wheeled him out of the public room
into the back kitchen ell. She left him there, out of sight,
and checked again that the back door was still barred. She
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twitched the curtain so that it hung completely over the
small window.

Lighting a taper from the fireplace, she considered her
plan. A change of clothes, from silk into something for scut
work. She had hours of dirty business ahead of her, as bad and
dirty as slaughtering season, but really, it was no different from
butchering a hog.

A small price to pay for her freedom and the time to plan
how better to keep it.

Holding the taper, she hurried up the narrow back stairs
to the chamber over the public room. When she opened the
door, her breath caught in her throat. There was a lit candle
on the table across from her bed.

Adam Seaver was sitting in her best chair.

Anna felt her mouth parch. Although she’d half expected
to be interrupted in her work, she hadn’t thought it would be
in her own chamber. But Seaver had wanted to see what she’d
do—nhe’d said so himself. She swallowed two or three times
before she could ask.

“How?”

“You should nail up that kitchen window. It's too easy to
reach in and shove the bar from the door. Then up the stairs,
just as you yourself came. But not before | watched you with
Miller.” He pulled an unopened bottle from his pocket, cut
the red wax from the stopper, opened it. “I'll pour my own
drinks, thanks. What is the verse? After she gave him drink,
Jael went unto him with a peg of the tent and smote the nail into
his temple?”

“Near enough.”

“A mistake teaching women to read. But then, if you
couldn't read, you couldn’t figure your books, and you wouldn’t
have such a brisk business as you do.” He drank. “A double-
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edged sword. But as nice a bit of needlework as I've ever seen
from a lady.”

Keep breathing, Anna. You're not done yet. “What now?”
She thought of the pistol in the trunk by the bed, the knife
under her pillow. They might as well have been at the bottom
of the harbor.

“A bargain. You're a widow with a tavern, I'm the agent of
an important man. You also have a prime piece of real estate,
and an eye on everything that happens along here. And, it
seems, an eye to advancement. | think we can deal amiably
enough, and to our mutual benefit.”

At that moment, Anna almost wished Seaver would just
cut her throat. She’d never be free of this succession of men,
never able to manage by herself. The rage welled up in her, as
it had never done before, and she thought she would choke
on it. Then she remembered the paper hidden in her shoe, the
document that made the tavern and its business wholly her
own, and how she’d fought for it. She’d be damned before she
handed it over to another man.

But she saw Seaver watching her carefully and it came to her.
Perhaps like Miller not immediately grasping that the obvious
next move for him was civil life and nearly legitimate trade—
with all its fat skimming—she was not ambitious enough. In-
stead of mere survival, relying on the tavern, she could parlay
it into more. Working with Seaver, who, after all, was only the
errand boy of one of the most powerful—and dangerous—men
in New England, she might do more than survive. She saw the
beginning of a much wider, much richer future.

The whole world open to her, if she kept sharp. If she
could be better than she was.

She went over to the mantel, took down a new bottle,
opened it, poured herself a drink. Raised the glass.
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She would pour her own drinks, and Seaver would pour
his own.

She would manage.

“To our mutual benefit,” she toasted.



