








Pirates!

The true and remarkable adventures of

Minerva Sharpe

and

Nancy Kington,

Female Pirates

Celia Rees

[image: 1114115284]





[image: 1114115285]





For Sarah





Contents

Author's note

Preface

The Merchant of Bristol's Daughter

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

My Dark-Eyed Sailor...

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

It was unto the West Indies our gallent ship did steer...

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

A Parcel of Regues

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Female Sailers Bold

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

We Lived and Reigned as Masters of the Sea

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

All the gold and the silver too, that ever did cross sea...

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

The Daemon Lover

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

This couple are married and do agree...

Chapter 46

Afterword

GLOSSARY OF Pirate Terms

A Conversation with Celia Rees

Reading group guide and activities for Pirates

Celia Rees





I presume we need to make no Apology for giving the Name of History to the following Sheets, tbo' they contain nothing but the Actions of a Parcel of Robbers. It is Bravery and Stratagem in War which makes Actions worthy of Record; in which Sense the Adventures here related will be thought to be deserving that Name.



Daniel Defoe, A General History of the Robberies

and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates

(Preface to the Fourth Edition)





Preface

1724

I write for many reasons.

I write, not least, to quiet my grief. I find that by reliving the adventures that I shared with Minerva, I can lessen the
pain of our parting. Besides that, a long sea voyage can be tedious. I must find diversions that fit my station now that I
have put up my pistols and cutlass and have exchanged my breeches for a dress.


What follows is my story. Mine and Minerva's. When I have finished writing down all that happened and how it came about, I
plan to deliver my papers to Mr Daniel Defoe of London who, I understand, takes an interest in all those who have chosen to
follow a piratical way of life.


If our story seems a little extravagant, to have something of the air of a novel, may I assure you that this is no fiction.
Our adventures need no added invention, rather I find myself forced to leave out certain details in order not to shock. You
will read of many things, both strange and terrible, and to many ways of thinking most unnatural; but I urge you, reader,
to hold back your judgement of us until you have finished my account and know the full and exact circumstances of how we fell
into that wicked way of life and found ourselves proclaimed notorious pirates.






The Merchant of Bristol's Daughter
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I was of a roving frame of mind, even as a child, and for years my fancy had been to set sail on one of my father's ships.
One grey summer morning in 1722, my wish was granted, but not quite in the way I would have wanted.


I sailed out of the port of Bristol on board the Sally Anne with sailors wearing black armbands and the colours flapping at half-mast. The day had dawned dull and cold. The wind was
freshening, gusting rain into our faces. The sailors looked up, reading the scudding clouds, brows knitted with apprehension,
but this was a squall, nothing more. The last dying breaths of the storm that had wrecked my father's life and mine alongside
it.


My father was a sugar merchant and a trader in slaves. He owned plantations in Jamaica, and that's where I was bound, but
I had not been told the why or wherefore of it. My father's dying wish, that was all my brothers would say. I was not yet
sixteen years old, and a girl, so I was neither asked, nor consulted. They assumed I was stupid. But I am far from that. I
knew enough not to trust either of them and time was to prove me right. They had sold me as surely as any African they trafficked
from the coast of Guinea.


I might never see my home port again, but I did not cry as I left it. Neither did I look back as others did, hoping for a
last glimpse of sweetheart or wife, looking up to the tall tower of St Mary Redcliffe, whispering a prayer: Mother Mary, Star of the Sea, grant your blessing, watch over me. My sweetheart was gone from the port, and in the church my father lay buried, his body corrupting and turning to clay. He
had always been there to see his ships go out from the harbour. Perhaps he looked down as my ship left: a restless spirit,
stricken by what he had done, helpless and raging in his ghostly impotence, knowing at last that the dead are powerless to
influence the living.


If he was there, I had no sense of it. I just felt rain fall upon me, darkening my hair, running down my face in rivulets
and dripping from my chin. The sky was crying for me. Misery wrapped itself around me like my sodden cloak.


We had left the harbour now and entered the snaking gorge. It reared high on either side, the tops of the cliffs lost in the
descending cloud. Slowly the ship crept on, pulled by labouring oarsmen, inching its way between towering crags that seemed
to narrow the Channel to a handspan and threatened to clash together and crush us like Jason and his Argonauts. The pilot
yelled directions, calling the depths, guiding the ship as she crawled from the straits of the Avon and out towards Hungroad's
mud flats and dismal marshes. There, a gibbet hung low over the water, freighted with the body of some poor convicted sailor,
tarred and tied tight with chains, suspended in an iron cage to creak out a warning to every passing ship.


I should have taken more notice, but I'd seen gibbets before and did not give him more than a passing thought.

Once we had gained the open Channel, the towboats cast us off and turned for home. The few passengers had hurried out of the
weather long ago, scurrying down below, leaving only the sailors on deck.


There is much to do when a ship puts to sea. The sailors busied themselves about their duties, working around me, keeping
their eyes averted. I was not asked to move, or sent down below. They left me alone out of respect for my sorrow, the loss
of my father. That's what I thought, but talk runs fast through portside inns and alehouses. Perhaps they knew more than I
did.


The order rang out: 'Make sail!' and the sailors worked even harder. The sails filled and the ship heeled, tacking against
the westerly wind to gain the deep sea roads. The water beneath us swirled red with mud swept down by the swollen Severn and
the ship began to plunge as river and tide met together in choppy waves. I clung on tight, my hands white on the rail. As
we drew away from the land, the rain intensified, blurring sea and sky together. All around the horizon disappeared into blowing
greyness and I could see neither where I was going, nor from where I had come. The ship was beating against the tide and taking
a buffeting from the wind. I was not used to a ship's motion and, as she dipped into a wave and rose again, I staggered and
nearly fell, my feet slipping on the wet deck. I was gripped from behind and helped upright by my brother, Joseph.


'Come, Nancy,' he said. 'It's time to go below. You are getting in the way of the sailors. They have enough to do without
the worry of you falling overboard!'


He escorted me below decks, making a show of smiling kindness and brotherly concern for the benefit of any who might have
been watching. I understand now the reason for his concern. If I'd gone overboard, I would have taken his future with me.


Joseph left me in the hands of a steward, Abe Reynolds, who helped me out of my sodden cloak and fussed and clucked over the
state of my clothes. He and my maid, Susan, shared a similar distrust of damp; it being, in their opinion, at the root of
most illness. He brought me hot broth to drink, but at the sight and smell of it I suddenly felt abominably sick.


'I'm sure it's very nice, but ... ' I did not finish the sentence and barely reached the bucket in time.

I had to ask Abe to take the soup away.

'You don't want to get a chill, Miss,' he said, with exactly Susan's tone of concern and reproof.

It was too late for that. I was already shivering. He urged me out of my wet clothes and brought heated bricks to warm me.
I lay in my bunk with the bricks tucked about my feet, shaking and puking by turns. I had never felt so ill. I thought I was
going to die.


'That's what they all think, Miss,' he said with a grin. His front teeth had long ago been lost to scurvy.

The eye teeth hung either side of the gap in his mouth like a pair of discoloured tusks. 'It'll get better given time. I'll
look in later.'


I lay back in my bunk, thinking I could never be a sailor as long as I lived. Reynolds was right. In the end the sickness
did subside, but it left me feeling weak and tired, fit for nothing but lying on my bunk.


They say that those who go to sea either look forward, or look back. What lay in front of me remained obscure, so I had no
choice but to reflect on my life so far.
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I was brought up in a household of men, my mother having died on the day that I was born. My father had loved her so much,
so the story went, that he could not bear life in Bristol without her. I was handed straight over to a wet nurse, my brothers
farmed out to relatives, and he had left on the next ship for Jamaica, not returning for more than a year. He came back with
Robert, who took over the running of the household. Robert prepared our food, waited on table, showed guests into and out
of the house. The only other servant was a boy, Nathan, who looked after the fires and did all the things that Robert didn't
do. A woman came in for the washing, otherwise Robert and Nathan did everything. My father saw no reason to pay a houseful
of women to sit about clacking and gossiping and eating his food, their backsides getting fatter by the day.


Robert looked after me well. He fed me, clothed me, made sure I was clean and tidy, especially for church on Sunday. He did
not worship with us. We went to St Mary Redcliffe, while he went to the Baptist church in Broadmead. He went twice every Sunday.
The congregation had welcomed him, despite his colour.


'God don't care what face you've got,' he declared. 'As long as the Glory of God shines in your heart.'

He was a gentle man, and a wise one. Since no one else seemed interested, he taught me to read at the kitchen table, where
he had taught himself. We read what we could find: the Bible and prayer book, tracts and sermons that Robert brought back
from his church, along with ballads and broadsides he collected in the street outside. As I became proficient, I prowled the
house taking books from my brothers' rooms and my father's library. I chose anything that interested me, and read to Robert
about the myths and legends of the Greeks and Romans, and from Exquemelin's The Buccaneers of America and A New Voyage Round the World by William Dampier. Adventure and discovery. That was the life for me. Would it not be splendid? Did Robert not agree? He
shook his head at me, and his dark sad eyes took on an expression of pity and sorrow: such a life was not for me. I was a
girl. Anyway, pirates were Godless men and all bound for Hell. I'd be better off reading The Pilgrim's Progress. I read on defiantly, holding my book so he could no longer see me. I had grown red and tears threatened to spill. I had not
realised until then that being a girl would be such a grievous handicap. But Robert was just a servant, I thought to myself.
What did he know?


By the time I was seven or eight years old, I had the run of the house. My brothers were away at school. Each one had his
course in life planned from the cradle. Henry, the oldest, was to be a trader, like our father; Joseph was to be a planter;
Little Ned, the youngest, was destined for a Regiment of Foot. There were no plans for me because, as Robert had pointed out,
I was a girl. I seemed to be there as an afterthought, an addition, sometimes petted, more often bullied. Frequently ignored.


We lived in a street that ran down to the Welsh Backs, a stone's cast from the docks and the sugar house. Our house was old,
tall but narrow, and jostled about by other houses. There was only a step between us and the cobbled street that rumbled with
carts and echoed with shouts and cries from the early morning until late into the night. Our house was small compared to the
grand houses that other sugar merchants were building. It was lined with panelling which made it dark, the stairs sagged and
the ceilings were low, but my father saw no reason to move from it. He was not a man to welcome change, and he could see the
masts of his ships from his bedroom window. He was near to his place of work and the inns and coffeehouses where he did business.
Why would he want to live anywhere else?


He did not spend all of his time in Bristol. At least a part of every year he was in Jamaica, running our plantation. I knew
that his trips were important; the plantation was the place the sugar came from and the sugar paid for everything, but as
I grew older, I resented his long absences. When he came back, I would scold and berate him, even though he brought me presents.
A monkey (which died) and a parrot that Ned taught to swear. A dead monkey and a foul-mouthed parrot did not make up for a
father. When he was away I would wander into the room he called his library and curl up in his chair. The room was small and
dark, like the others, and in his absence it grew dusty and smelt of ashes and stale tobacco smoke.


When he was at home and the lamps were lit and the fire burning, the library was my favourite place in the world. It was full
of the most wonderful things that he had brought back from his travels, or that had been given to him by his captains. A tiny
green crocodile on black wires hung from the ceiling, its stubby legs splayed out, little sharp white teeth bared in a long
thin snout. A strange spiny puffed fish hung next to it, and shelves around the room held all sorts of other fascinating objects:
carved effigies, curving lengths of elephants' tusks, plaques of tortoiseshell, a polished coconut set in a silver cup, a
giant shell curled like a great pink fist. A battered globe occupied one corner of the cramped room, its surface worn and
patterned with intersecting lines in red and black, showing the routes the ships took, outward and back, criss-crossing from
Africa, to the Caribbean, and returning to Bristol. Sometimes my father would spin the globe and then stop it with both his
hands, tracing the seaways with his fingers, telling off the names of the ships that sailed them, like a blind man reading
a face. Fie was proud of his ships, and proud of his collection of curiosities. He would point to places, naming the lands
where his treasures originated. To me, they became as familiar and ordinary as pewter or pottery might have been in some other
person's house.


My father's family had been grocers but, being venturesome in his youth, and enterprising besides that, my father had broken
away from that rather dull line of business and had shipped for the West Indies.


I loved to hear tales from that time in his life, and he loved to tell them. I would sit on his knee, with my head against
his shoulder, taking comfort from the warmth of him and his heart beating next to mine, while he told me of his life when
his associates wrere buccaneers and he had come to acquire Fountainhead.


Fountainhead was the name of our plantation. It had a sign that I thought looked a little like a weeping willowr tree and
ir was stamped on everything. Even carved in the wood above the door to our house.


Besides the plantation, my father owned a sugar house, refining muscovado and molasses. Not only from his own plantation:
he acted as factor and agent for other planters. If he was in Bristol, he was more often at his sugar house than he was at
home.


Robert taught me to read, but I learned to letter and number in my father's office. My copy books were the invoices and accounts,
ships' logs and bills of lading he used in his daily business. The room was small and warm with a round window, like a porthole,
overlooking the docks. The air was filled with the sweet syrup smell of boiling sugar: it seeped everywhere, clinging to clothes
and hair, the whole building steeped in it.


I would sit at his crowded desk, laboriously copying out lists of names and goods, balancing them against sums of money. I'd
do this for mornings together, covering myself in ink and pages and pages in words and figures. Finally, he'd smile at me.
Enough for today. Fie had business to conduct, captains and merchants wraiting to see him.


I would run down to where the sugar was stored, begging twists of muscovado and a pocketful of chips from the sugar loaves,
then I'd go to find William.


I had always known William. From my first memory we had been together. His mother, Mari, had been my wet nurse. I had lived
with her until I was three or four, when I was plucked from her care like a puppy from a litter, and taken back into my own
household. Perhaps my father no longer felt the loss of my mother so deeply now, for he made a great fuss of me and, as a
young child, I only ever remembered kindness from him. He was an indulgent parent, some might say too indulgent, for he left
me to do as I liked. I consequently ran wild, spending most of my time getting into mischief with the other children of the
port.


I did not want for playmates. Docks and ships attract children like a shambles attracts flies. I led them on with my pockets
full of glistening chunks of white sugar and dark crumbling muscovado done up in twisted paper. 'Spice', they called it. 'Got
any spice, Nancy?' We made playthings out of whatever we found: swarming over barrels, playing king-of-the-castle, making
seesaws with planks, rolling barrel hoops along with staves, swinging from nets, climbing ropes and rat lines.


William was our leader, and his word was law. I was mate to his captain, and together we led a marauding crew all over the
town.


My mind was made up. Even then. I had it all worked out.

My father had no plans for me, other than that I would be married. That's where I would prove myself helpful. He would not
have to go to the bother of finding me a husband, because I would marry William. He would be a captain, like his father, and
I would be his wife. Had we not already sworn a solemn oath to each other? Pricking our thumbs and bleeding them together?
He would sail the seas, and I would go with him.


That much I had decided and, once my mind was made up, I seldom saw a reason to change it. If I willed it, then that is what
would happen. It did not cross my mind that we would not always be together. A sailor's life would be my life, too.


We lived for each day, and each day was similar to the one before. We thought in the way of all children: life would go on
much the same, with little change or difference, until one day we would arrive at the future that we saw.
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I was ten, and William was twelve. It was springtime. I'd been hoping for a bright clear day, but when I awoke the sky was
grey and heavy. Rain was spitting in my face as I went to our usual meeting place, a little courtyard behind Corn Street.
I whistled our special whistle through my teeth as William had taught me. It was supposed to sound like a bo'sun's piping,
but I had trouble getting it right. I expected to hear his answering shrill, but none came. William was not there. I tucked
myself under the overhanging eaves, out of the rain, and waited for him. When the church clock struck one quarter hour and
then another, I knew he would not be coming. I went in search of him at his mother's inn, The Seven Stars.


It was the middle of the morning, but the inn was busy enough, filled with sailors and women of the port. I peered through
the blue drifts of tobacco smoke, trying to see if William were among the tables, collecting tankards and glasses. Sometimes
he stayed behind to help when the inn was full, but I could see no sign of him, so I went to ask his mother.


'Upstairs,' Mari said, as she poured rum, running the bottle from one glass to another. When she looked up, her eyes were
wary. I followed her glance. William's father, Jake Davies, was sitting in the corner with another man, a bottle on the table
between them.


'I didn't know he was back.'

'Neither did we.' She sniffed, wiping her nose on the back of her hand. 'Arrived last night. Drunk ever since.'

William had inherited his mother's high colour, black hair and dark eyes, and smiling open face. She was not smiling that
day. A fresh bruise showed under the edge of the kerchief she wore round her head; one eye was puffed and the left side of
her face was swollen. When she saw me staring up at her, she gave a lopsided grin and winced.


'Been making his presence felt,' she said, gathering the glasses on to a tray. 'Now, shoo. This is no place for you. Your
da would be angry if he knew you were here.'


I went up the narrow stairs behind the bar, worrying about William. His father liked to use his fists on his wife and his
children. He usually started on Mari, then turned on William when he tried to protect her and the little ones. Everything
they said, everything they did, seemed to enrage him. They lived their lives when he was not there; as soon as he returned
they were silent and fearful, which only served to fuel his fury. They never saw a penny of his captain's share, and none
of them would have shed a tear if the news had come back that his ship had gone down. But that never happened. He always came
back without any mishap. Around the port he was thought of as lucky, although he was called Black Jake because of his moods,
and few wanted to sail with him on account of his cruelty.


I found William in the room he shared with his smaller brothers, busy laying out his belongings on a square of canvas. He
was wearing a sailor's clothes: a blue coat and wide trousers. The cloth was stiff and new. The clothes were too big and didn't
look right on him. The sleeves of the jacket came over his hands and the wide trouser bottoms flapped round his narrow ankles.
His neck stuck up from his collar, as thin and white as a stalk of celery. He looked as though he were masquerading, dressed
up in clothes stolen from one of the sailors who lodged with his mother.


'I'm sorry, Nancy,' he said when I came into the room. 'I don't have time to play with you today. I have to get ready.'

'Ready?' I asked. 'Ready for what?' Even though I knew the answer.

He was not masquerading. He was leaving. Our ways were parting. I sensed, even then, that the next time we met things would
not be the same. Things would never be the same between us again.


He was twelve years old. He sang with a boy's pure treble and the skin on his face had never felt the touch of a razor. His
black hair fell on to his shoulders in soft silky curls and his big dark eyes and long lashes were the envy of many of the
girls who came into his mother's inn. They used to tease him, saying he had skin as white as any milk and cheeks as red as
roses just like in the ballads. They did it to make him embarrassed. He blushed as easily as any girl.


His skin was flushing slightly, but he was a man now. I could see it plainly in the way he held himself, shoulders square,
arms folded, chin pointed towards the ceiling. He looked at me in the same way my brothers did. Down his nose, as if I didn't
smell right to him. And perhaps I didn't. Being a girl.


'My father's found me a ship. The Amelia. Captain Thomas. I'm signed on as cabin boy. I have to leave right away. We anchor at Hungroad tonight to catch tomorrow's
tide.'


The Amelia. I'd seen her name in my father's ledgers, but could not exactly recall the trade in which she was engaged.


'Where bound?' I asked him.

'Jamaica. Kingston.'

'Straight?'

He nodded. That was important. Any ship going by way of Africa was a slaver.

I should have wished him luck. Fair winds. A good voyage. Offered him something to remember me by. But I did not. I turned
and ran down the stairs. The thought of saying goodbye to him made my eyes and nose sting with sudden tears. I did not want
him to see me crying, and I wanted to get to my father as quickly as I could.


I went straight to his office, high up in the sugar house.

'He's of an age to go to sea,' he said with a shrug. 'It has nothing to do with me.'

'But it's your ship!'

'And it's his father's will. It doesn't do to interfere between father and son. Which ship is it, my dear?'

'The Amelia.'

My father looked surprised at that. He stuck out his lower lip, pinching it gently between finger and thumb in the way he
did when he was thinking.


'What's the matter? What's wrong with it?'

'The ship? Nothing. All my ships are sound. Anything less would be false economy.'

'The captain, then. Is he cruel?'

'No more'n usual. He's lately been in the Navy and runs a tight ship. He's no dancing master, that's for sure, but he's not
a tyrant, neither.'


'So what is it, then?'

"Tis an odd choice for the boy's first voyage, that's all. But I dare say he'll survive.' He laughed. 'The sea is a hard school.
If it's going to be his life, it's better he learns while he's young.'


There was a falseness in his laughter and, although he smiled down at me, smoothing my hair away from my cheek, I knew that
he was lying. I ran out and down to the docks. I had to warn William. The Amelia was a slaver, sure.


I was too late. The water was ebbing from the harbour. The Amelia's berth was empty. She had already sailed, going out on the afternoon tide.


I wandered the quayside, disconsolate. Other children called out to me, but I ignored them. Sailors waved from other ships
of my father's, but I did not see them. I could not imagine my life without William. He was to be found nowhere in the city
and tonight his bed in The Seven Stars would be empty. He had been taken on to work a slaver. I should have saved him. I felt
that it was all my fault.


Robert found me sitting on a bollard, staring down at the stinking mud of the harbour. The tide was now full out.

'Come, Miss Nancy. Eve been looking for you everywhere.' He looked down at my dirty, tear-streaked face. 'You've got to come
home and get ready. The master's expecting an important guest and he wants you looking your best.'






4

My father's guest was Mrs Wilkes. She will always be that to me. I never called her mother, or even Mrs Kington. She was always
Mrs Wilkes. I never liked her. She had a face like folded dough, a pursed little mouth and eyes like tarnished threepenny
pieces. She sat opposite my father at dinner that night and it was clear she was to become his second wife. After my mother,
it had taken him a decade to decide to take another, and I wondered at his choice, but this was no affair of the heart. Mrs
Wilkes was a wealthy woman, the widow of Benjamin Wilkes, my father's former partner. When he had dropped dead, right in the
middle of Corn Street, some had expressed no surprise, saying he'd been worn to a nub by his wife's constant nagging, but
even if my father heard such comments, he was not a man to allow gossip to fog his commercial sense. To combine their assets
was the most profitable course of action. Love played no part in the marriage, as far as I could tell.


She began to make changes even before they were married. I fared better than the dogs, which were immediately banished to
the stables, and better than Robert. If he had been younger, and more handsome, she might have dressed him in a powdered wig
and fancy livery and had him walking behind her, carrying her packages. But Robert was tall and strongly built, brown-skinned,
with big amber eyes and scarifications on his broad cheeks. Mrs Wilkes declared him too big and hulking, with eyes like a
hound and not nearly dark enough; ladies liked African servants to be coal-black. She could see no use for him and was all
for having him returned to the plantation, or sold, which was what people did when they had no further need for a black slave.
Except Robert was not a slave. He was free. My father told her that, and said he had no intention of getting rid of him, but
he agreed to have him moved from the house, so Robert was sent to the stables to look after the horses and dogs. Not that
he seemed to mind. Horses and dogs being preferable to the general run of people. His place was taken by a cook, a housekeeper
and a couple of maids and footmen. Staff that Mrs Wilkes had brought with her.


Once she had the household running to her satisfaction, she turned her attention to me.

She looked me over as if I were a filly at a horse fair.

'She strides about as if she were breeched, and the way she talks is enough to make a carter blush. It won't do, Ned!' She
shook her head at my father. 'She cannot sew, she cannot sing, play an instrument, or do any useful thing. I don't know what
you were thinking of, letting her run wild like that. Such freedom is not good for a child, a girl in particular. It gives
them the wrong idea. If it goes on much longer, you'll have the devil of a job getting anyone to marry her.'


My father grew alarmed at that. What if I came in at a loss, like overvalued stock, a cargo about to spoil, gimcrack goods
on a glutted market? He looked at me askance.


'Perhaps there's no helping her,' he said doubtfully, pinching his bottom lip. 'Perhaps it's gone too far ... '

'No, no, no! There's always help!' Mrs Wilkes's eyes crinkled, the tarnished silver beginning to gleam. 'The size of her fortune
will see to that. And she's not bad-looking. She's not got a squint, and her features are regular. Her mouth is a little too wide,' she pinched in my cheeks, making me
gape like a fish, 'but her eyes could be fine, if they were to lose that sullenness. I've seen far worse prospects make very good matches. She'll never be pretty, I'll give you that, but she may have looks. Of a sort. But she wants refinement!' She
held my chin between her squat forefinger and thumb, studying my face in the unblinking way she had, her small eyes as round
as buttons. 'This mane of hair!' She pulled it away from my head. 'Like straw! And she's as tawny as a gypsy. As for her hands!'
She looked down and shuddered. 'You leave her to me.' She took hold of my ear. 'I can make a silk purse from her.'


With that she called for her maid, Susan. A sharp-faced, dark-haired young woman came bustling into the room.

'Yes, Ma'am?'

'See what you can do with this,' said Mrs Wilkes, thrusting me forward.

'Yes, Ma'am.'

Susan bobbed a curtsey and took me away. I was not especially vain, but to be found so utterly wanting cut me to the core.
I hid in my room and studied the mirror with my sullen green-eyed stare. Perhaps she was right. I could find no prettiness,
either. My mouth was too full, and sulky besides, my nose too straight, jaw too wide, cheek bones too high. Perhaps if I tamed
my mane and tied it back ... So I tried that, but I looked more like a handsome-faced boy than a dimple-cheeked girl.


'Who're you scowling at?' Susan came in followed by servants lugging a tub and water. 'Wind changes, you'll stick like that.'
She looked at me, head on one side, her eyes bright and sharp like a bird sighting a worm. 'The name's Susan. Susan Smythe.
I'm your maid.'


I don't need a maid!'

'That's not what the Missis says.' She looked around my room. 'She says you need seeing after. We don't always see eye to
eye, but this time I'd say she be right.'


'Not in my opinion,' I countered.


'Your opinion don't count for much round here now, do it?'

I turned away from her, watching in the mirror as she emptied out drawers and presses. She gathered it all into her arms.

'Fit for rags, the lot of it. As for you ... ' She looked me over, head on one side again, but her birdlike stare had softened.
'You're a challenge, and no mistake. I'll tell the Missis we're starting from new. I dare say your pa can bear the expense.'
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Susan dressed and groomed me until Mrs Wilkes could stand to look at me. I was inspected from every angle and made to walk
up and down. Mrs Wilkes remained silent for a long time, then pronounced me 'not unsightly'. Susan's brows rose in two black
bows and her eyes sparkled so that I was hard put not to laugh out loud.


I was still deemed too uncouth to join Mrs Wilkes's circle of ladies, but she no longer winced at my presence. She put me
in the care of others who were employed to teach me the 'female arts', as she called them: a dancing master, a drawing master,
a singing teacher, another for flute and harpsichord. I did not care to learn anything from any of them, apart from the dancing
master. He also taught my brother Ned to fence. I persuaded him to teach me as well. When Ned was home from school we would
fight in the grounds and up and down the servants' stairs. No mercy shown on either side.


Such acts of rebellion declined as Mrs Wilkes wore me down, breaking me like a horse to bridle and saddle. By the time I was
fourteen, I could draw passably well, hold a tune, embroider a cushion cover, and dance a minuet. I was now allowed to wait
on her visitors, handing round dainties as they sipped their glasses of Bristol Milk. I was even invited to stay and join
in their conversation, discoursing on the weather, fashion, and what ribbons were best to trim bonnets.


We were living in a new house by this time. Mrs Wilkes had my father build one away from the centre of town. He had offered
her Queen Anne's Square, but she had disdained to live there, declaring it common to live so close to the docks and that such
low-lying ground would be prone to bad air and unhealthy miasmas. The new house was in Clifton, built from yellow stone brought
from the quarries at Bath.


It was a fine house and, although my father grumbled at the expense and muttered that we'd rattle around it like peas in a
drum, he was secretly pleased with the result. He would walk around, touching this, admiring that, commenting on the refinements
that his wife had brought to the decorations and furnishings.


'A woman's touch,' he would declare, with an increasingly satisfied air. 'That's what was wanted.'

I would look up from my embroidery and know I was included in his judgement.

I'd had no word from William, and although he was often in my mind, I wras no longer so free to go down to the port to visit
his mother at The Seven Stars to find out how he did. The last I'd heard was that he'd signed on for another voyage. I had
been looking forward to his returning and was puzzled by that, and more than a little disappointed. I had made my new life
under Mrs Wilkes tolerable by thinking how I would describe it to him. I perfected commentaries on her friends and their doings
and stored up stories to share with him, incidents carefully selected by me to demonstrate her vanity, greed and stupidity.
I'd ever had a wicked tongue and had always been able to make him laugh, but in my mind we were still children together. I
had not considered how time passing might have changed him, or me.


When I next saw him, we barely recognised each other.

He was sitting on the bench in the stableyard, talking to Robert. His face and arms were tanned brown and he wore the clothes
of a common sailor, neatly mended and patched, but bleached by the sun and stiff with tar and salt.


Robert made space and I sat on the bench next to them. William explained that he had been sent out by the footman.

'My father's wife, Mrs Wilkes, has ideas about how things should be,' I said, by way of apology.

'About you, too,' he laughed as he looked at me, and some of the old spark showed in his eyes as he surveyed my silk and brocade.
'She's made you into quite the lady.'


'Only on the outside.' I smiled.

He smiled back and I could see the boy he used to be. I knew that, beneath the surface, things had not really changed between
us.


'What happened?' I asked. 'Why were you so long away?'

He shook his head and the laughter died in his eyes. 'I was duped by my own father.' He sighed. 'He told me that the Amelia was an ordinary trader, but she was a slaver. They began to build the platforms as soon as we were clear of the Channel. At
first, I wondered what the hammering and sawing was,' he laughed, this time without any humour at all. 'I was that green.
Green as the water in the bilges. When I asked someone, they didn't even answer. I went to the captain, to ask him, and got
a beating for my trouble. I felt all kinds of fool. Most of the others were desperate for a berth, or else they had been crimped
and spirited on board. I'd gone voluntary. Put there by my own father.'


'I found out that she was a slaver,' I said. 'I went to my father. But by the time I got down to the docks to warn you, it
was too late. You had gone.'


'We were children.' He looked at me. 'What could we have done? I would still have sailed. I'd signed by then. And I had no
way of knowing ... '


He stopped what he was saying and stared at his hands, fine-boned, thin-fingered and supple. A boy's hands, but the backs
were burnt deep brown and seamed with scars, the palms as callused and rough as a carter's glove.


'It's a dirty trade, Nancy,' he went on quietly. There was little of the boy I remembered in his dark eyes now. 'Human beings
treated worse, far worse than these horses here. Worse than cattle. Worse than any animal. And they ain't animals, no matter
what folk say, they are people just like us. And it's not just the Africans who suffer, though it's worse for them, taken
from everything they know, kept chained and shackled, packed in hundreds together as close as knives in a box.' He glanced
over at Robert, who was currying the flank of my brother's bay until it shimmered like silver. 'It don't compare, I know that,
but it's no bed of roses for us, either. We had a good surgeon, but we lost a third of the crew on the first trip, to fevers
and fluxes, near half on the next.'


'If it was so bad, then why did you sign on for a second term?'

'It was either that, or find my own way back from Africa.' He sighed, as if the burden of memory were too much for him to
carry. 'I'd have gone to be a pirate, if we'd met any, but even they were out to avoid us. They could smell us coming. A lot
deserted, but I stuck at it. I completed my terms and I'm here for my wages.'


'Were you not paid?'

He shook his head. 'And I need my money. I intend to join the Navy.'

'Join the Navy?' I could hardly believe it.


Robert looked up in surprise. No one joined the Navy of their own free will. Men had to be pressed to it. Everyone in Bristol
knew that.


'I know what they say, but it can't be worse than what I've known under Captain Thomas. No matter how little the pay, or how
hard the conditions. It's a cleaner trade.'


He looked from me to the glossy horses, the gleaming carriage, and through the wide archway to the golden stone of the house.
I followed his eyes, and with them his thought. My silks and satins, my brother's Arab stallion, each honey-coloured stone
of our fine new house, all of our wealth depended on this trade that he had been describing. I knew what he was thinking,
but I did not know how to reply. I turned my eyes away and saw in my mind the lists that I had copied from my father's ledgers,
trying not to blot the ink, striving to keep my columns straight and my writing neat. I had transcribed without any thought
for what I was seeing: brass manillas, iron bars, copper rods, cowry shells, pipes of beads, kegs of powder, guinea cloth.
Trade goods balanced against men, women, boys, girls. Other columns with prices fetched. We were traders of human flesh. I
knew none of the sailors liked to work a slaver. I had not thought why. Until now. I looked away from him, shocked by my own
blind complacency, and flooded with shame.


'I'd not be joining as an ordinary hand,' he went on, looking down at himself. 'Not as I am now. I mean to be a midshipman,
and have to present myself as a gentleman. I have to buy the necessary accoutrements and will need money besides for my premium,
to buy myself a place. I have a little put by from trading on my own account and when I collect what's owed to me, then I
should have enough.' He stood up. 'That's why I'm here.'


'Why has the captain not paid you already?'

'He's a villain and I do not trust him. He told me to come back tomorrow and that was two days ago. He's not on board ship,
which means he's most likely drunk somewhere, or sleeping off his excesses.' He sighed. 'In any event, I cannot find him,
though I've searched very inch of the port.'


'My father is in London with Henry. Joseph is in charge of the business when they are from home.'

Just then a horse clattered into the yard. Joseph swung himself down, throwing the bridle to Robert without even looking at
him. Then he turned to me.


'What are you doing out here? Shouldn't you be embroidering something?' When he laughed, I could smell the spirits on his
breath. 'All the money the old man's spending on making you a lady and you still prefer to spend your time with blacks and
horses.' William stepped out from the shadow of the stable. Joseph's hand tightened on his whip. 'Who's this?'


'William Davies. Late of the Amelia.' William came towards him. 'At your service.'


Joseph ignored him and looked at me. 'Tars, as well, eh? Choice company.' He turned to William. 'Be off before I set the dogs
on you,'


William stood his ground.

'You heard me!' Joseph glared at William, his lips compressed in a thin line. He was quick to anger, and brandy made him more
so. He is fair-haired and fair-skinned, like me, although his eyes are paler than mine, blue rather than green. They were
red rimmed from the drink he had taken, the whites all bloodshot. His flushed face darkened and veins stood out on his forehead
at William's defiance.


'What are you waiting for? Get going, or I'll shoot you for trespassing.'

William stayed where he was. Even when Joseph turned for the pistol holstered in his saddle, he did not move.

'I have business here.'

'Business? What business?' Joseph turned to Robert who was trying to lead horse and pistol away from his reach. 'Leave it!'
he barked. 'Keep the horse where he is or I'll shoot you, too!'


'I want payment.' William stood his ground.

'Then go and see your captain. Why come to me?'

'I would if I could find him.'

Joseph squinted at him. 'What ship did you say? What captain?'

'Captain Thomas,' said William. 'The Amelia. We came in two days since.'


'Can't find him, you say?'

'No,' William shook his head.

'Didn't look very hard, did you? I've just left him in his cabin!' Joseph jeered. 'I have it all here.' He pulled the saddlebags
from the horse and draped them over his shoulder. 'All his men are paid off. Except for a rascal who lost a whole parcel of
slaves overboard. That wretch owes him money. Get your hands off me!' He shrugged Robert off and staggered off across the yard towards the house.


William turned from us, head held high so we could not see his humiliation. As a boy in a man's world, he could expect to
be cheated and mocked, and all he could do was endure it. Otherwise they would bait him to madness. He walked slowly towards
the stables, came back shouldering his pack, and turned for the road.


'Where you going?' Robert called after him.

'Down to the ship to get my money.'

'No.' Robert followed, catching hold of his arm. 'You go on that ship and you won't be leaving it again. Cap'n says you owe
him money. He'll keep you in the hold until it's time to sail. You'll wake up halfway across Biscay, if you wake at all.'


He was right. William was trapped and he knew it. He turned back, dropping his pack as if it were suddenly too heavy for him.
His shoulders drooped as if he carried the world upon them.


'What am I to do?'

'You could sign to another ship,' Robert suggested.

'Without my money? Never!'

'You could join the Navy anyway.' Robert looked at him. 'It's a hard life, no doubting that, but as you say, it's a cleaner
trade.'


'I do not want to join as a tar. It isn't the harshness and hardship – I've endured that and more. I'd thought to join as
a gentleman! Cut a decent figure!' He glanced at me. 'I have my reasons for that, and now they would cheat me of it. They've
had near four years work out of me and I'll get nothing!' He held his hands up to show the cuts and calluses. 'For all this!
Nothing! It was the only thing that kept me going ... '


He looked as if he might weep.

'Wait! Wait there!' I left them in the yard and went into the house. I entered through a side door and paused to listen. Servants'
voices carried faintly from the kitchen; a low murmur and cups clinking sounded from the drawing room. I stole across the
clock-ticking silence of the hall, taking care not to let my shoes tap on the tiles of the floor. I stopped again at the foot
of the stairs, then trod each step carefully, keeping to the centre so that the new Turkey carpet would deaden my footfall.
I passed along the landing to my brother's room. The door stood ajar. I pushed it further and slipped inside.


Joseph was lying face down on the bed, his powdered wig askew, his boots muddying the counterpane, so deep asleep that a sharp
tug on the ear failed to rouse him. I rolled him over and reached into his breast waistcoat pocket for the key to my father's
bureau. I could have taken his gold chain, his watch, anything I wanted. I smiled to find him so stupid, reflecting that I
was hardly the first to fleece him this way, and I would not be the last. Once I had the key secured, I backed towards the
door. He didn't even stir.


The study door was open. I unlocked the bureau and counted out how much I thought was owed to William for the voyages he'd
taken, then added some more for inconvenience caused. It came to a decent sum. I poured it into my own purse to take to William.
On my way back, I threw the key in the shrubbery. Joseph would think he'd lost it in his drunkenness. He would get the blame
for that, and for the money, once it was missed. The thought gave me great satisfaction. However much Joseph denied it, my
father would assume that he had taken it to pay his gambling debts.


'This is what is owed to you.' I gave the purse to William. 'I'm paying you off on behalf of my father. Since my brother,'
I smiled, 'is incommoded.'


William looked as if he would refuse, but Robert urged him.

'It's only what's due to you. Take it, son.'

William took the purse, heavy with gold, weighing it in his hand.

'Very well!' He stuffed it inside his jerkin. 'I won't forget this, Nancy!'

'I'm sure you'll look very well in your Navy uniform. You must promise to come back so I can see it ... '

'Of course I will! I mean to make you proud of me!' He held me by the shoulders and looked at me. He did not speak further,
perhaps through shyness, perhaps because he did not have the words for what he was feeling. I, in turn, could find nothing
to say. My mind emptied as I stared at him. All I could do was try to read his face, where one look followed hard on another,
chasing each other like racing clouds.


He grinned down at me. We were once of a height, but now he was taller.

'I'll be back,' he said, touching my cheek. 'When I've received my commission. And then ... '

'Then what?'

He grinned. 'Then you'll see.'


He kissed me. His lips were cool, the kiss was light, but I could feel his lips on mine even after he stepped away. I put
my hand up to my mouth, as if to confirm to myself what had just happened. It was not a clumsy salute of the kind exchanged
by children, or a brother's cursory caress. It was my first proper kiss.


'You will wait for me, won't you?' he said. 'If I knew that, I'd brave anything ... '

'Of course.' I caught his hand and held it fast. 'Of course I will. I promise.'

With that, he shouldered his pack and walked out of the yard and on to the short curving drive that led from the house. I
followed him as far as the gate. He turned once to wave to me, then he went on, whistling a high thin plaintive melody. His
step was light, carefree. A butterfly kept him company, stitching the air above his shoulder. I watched until the turn of
the road took him out of sight.


There was no knowing when I would see him again, but I knew that I would wait for him. A lifetime if need be. I still hold
to that promise. Even now.






My Dark-Eyed Sailor...
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I did not see William for almost two years. In that time my life changed again. I no longer lacked for female company. I was surrounded at the day school I'd begun to attend and, with such a quantity of
brothers on offer, we did not lack for young lady visitors accompanying their mothers to our home. The girls' giggling, twittering
conversation revolved constantly round beaux and admirers. Their thoughts were all of marriage, but I never joined in their
chatter and, no matter how much they teased, I would not tell them my secret and why I had no need to chase other young men.
My love was a sailor and, when he came home, I would marry him. This was no idle fancy. It was what would happen.


When the wind came from the west carrying the tang of salt on its breath, I would sit with my window open, listening to the
gulls crying about the rooftops and think where he was. In what port? Upon what ocean? At night, I would gaze up at a silver
sixpence of a moon playing hide-and-seek with the clouds and imagine him on watch, wondering if he saw the same moon, the
same stars, or if he sailed under a different sky. Then I would allow myself to dream. When we were married, I did not intend
to stay lonely on the shore waiting for him. William would have his own ship and he would take me with him. We would sail
the seas together, just as in my childhood dreams, but in those days I'd seen us as sister and brother. Now I would be his
wife.


Susan was the only person who knew my secret. She was my close friend and confidante, and I could keep little from her, although
I did not often speak to her about William. She said I was mad to love a sailor, for weren't they the worst of all in their
falseness, and wouldn't she know, having had her own heart broke that many times that she'd stopped counting? Besides, we'd
hardly seen each other since we were children. How did I know that he felt the same way? I was building up castles out of
the clouds I studied so intently. I told myself that Susan did not understand. How could she? She was too quick to scoff and
talk about calf love. What did she know of the kind of love I felt for William? I refused to listen to her. I did not want
the fires of my passion doused by bucketfuls of her common sense.


'Even if he prove true. And even if he be the one for you,' she said in her matter-of-fact way. 'You won't be able to marry
him. A poor sailor lad.'


'Why ever not?' I looked at her in amazement. 'If I love him and he loves me?'

'Love? Who marries for love?'

'Plenty, I'm sure.'

'Not in your class, they don't.'

I knew she was right. Of course. But I thought that such arrangements were for other people. Not for me.

'Well,' I said. 'I mean to marry my love and no other.' I stretched out on the bed, arms beneath my head, ready for dreaming.

'That's as maybe.' Susan busied herself about me. 'The Missis is making other plans.'

'If she is, she'll just have to unmake them.' I paused, not liking this conversation. I rose up on one elbow. 'What other
plans?'


'To go to Bath.'

'Bath!' I sat up, alert now, cross-legged in my petticoat.

'We're all going for the season. Cook told me. The whole household, barring your father. He's got important business. He's
expecting a big convoy of ships, so can't be spared.'


Not that he would have gone anyway. He could not see what was wrong with Bristol's own spa at Hotwells and it was barely a
mile from our house. People of fashion did not go to Bath just to take the waters, Mrs Wilkes declared. Father did not understand.


'Come over here, Miss.' Susan beckoned me to the dressing table. 'So I can do your hair.' She commenced brushing, as she did
every night, first to get the tangles out, then to make it shine. 'The Missis has plans for you,' she winked at me in the
mirror. 'Mark my words.'


'What kind of plans?'

'In the matrimony department.'

'But I'm too young!'

Susan laughed. 'Miss Contrary! What about yon sailor boy you've been mooning over. Not too young for him, are you?'

'But that's different! I do not mean to marry him yet!'

That was a dream belonging to sometime in the future. Not now. I was beginning to panic. The season was only weeks away ...


'Never too young!' Susan winked again and I half wondered if she was teasing, but then she mentioned Elspeth Cooper who was
already promised and younger than me. I'd seen the man who she was to marry. Twice her age with the marks of pox on him. I
didn't want that to happen to me.


'I'll refuse to go.'

'Stand up to the Missis?' Susan guffawed at my chances. 'I'll see that when it happens!'

'It'll be a waste of time, let alone money! I'll tell Father! Who'd be interested in me?'

'Plenty. You're a handsome young woman, even if you ain't prepared to make the best of yourself. Don't know what you've got,
that's your problem. I don't know how many would die for this colour.' She arranged my hair about my shoulders in a shimmering
cloak of gold and copper, winding a strand round her finger to form a ringlet. 'Don't even need rags to curl it. There's been
interest already.'


'In me?' I didn't know whether to be flattered, or alarmed. 'From whom?'

'Never you mind.' She commenced brushing again.

'I can't see how there could be. I don't go out in society. I mean, who's seen me?'


'You'd be surprised.' Susan gave me one of her knowing looks. 'I seen the way some of the gentlemen calling here look at you.'

'You mean friends of Father's? But they're all ancient!' I covered my face with my hands. I'd end up like Elspeth Cooper.
I couldn't bear that.


‘’T'ain't just the beauty,' Susan went on, as if such a consideration were irrelevant. 'You'll bring a pretty penny when you
marry. Someone'll get a rare prize in you, Miss Nancy, and that's a fact.'
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Bath was a town wholly given over to pleasure. Mornings were spent at the bath and pump rooms, or else shopping for ribbons
and trinkets, browsing in bookshops, or drinking in coffee houses. The afternoons were spent at Harrison's Assembly Rooms
at the gaming tables, or drinking tea and perambulating about.


Susan was right. Young men did not go to Bath for the cure, that was for sure. They went there to hunt fortunes. My father
was rich. That made me a fair prospect.


I found it all unutterably tedious.

The most important social event of every week was the ball held each Tuesday. Whatever the occasion, my brother Joseph went
straight to the gaming tables. He would soon be returning to Jamaica to take over the plantation and he was behaving like
a man under sentence. He was keen to enjoy every civilised pleasure, and what place was more civilised than Bath? His chief
enjoyment was playing piquet or faro. He was very bad at both. My father's money flowed through his hands like sugar ground
to sand.


Mrs Wilkes was not averse to a turn at the tables either, but her play was slow and deliberate, each card considered. Money
stuck to her fingers like molasses. It was not what she was there for, however, and after a hand or two she would give up
her place at the tables and accompany me into the ballroom. She had a deeper game to play.


The marriage game had its own rules and etiquette, winners and losers, like any other game of chance. The opening bid was
an invitation to dance.


Mrs Wilkes had taken care to drop hints as to my wealth among her fellow card players, so I did not lack for partners. First
one young man presented himself, then another. Mrs Wilkes watched, assessing each prospect, tallying them on a dance card
of her own devising, rejecting those who were too old, too poor, too common, the fine lines about her mouth working like the
drawstrings of a purse. If she thought one was right, off she went to secure an introduction to his mother. She would reel
off to me their family history, going through their pedigree as if they were thoroughbred horses. Mr Amhurst, Barstow, Denton,
Fitzherbert, Fitzgibbon; younger son, nephew, cousin; related, though distantly, to the Earl of somewhere or other. I could
hardly tell them apart. Bowing figures in powdered wigs presented themselves in seemingly endless succession: sweating faces
looking up at me, mouthing meaningless compliments; limp fingers in damp gloves leading me into the dance. All the time Mrs
Wilkes watching everything, her fan fluttering faster than a dragonfly's wing.


I went through my paces, as expected, although all I wanted to do was to get out of there as soon as possible. The year wTas
turning towards summer, the rooms wanted ventilation and were abominably crowxled, filled with a continually milling press
and throng of people. As the night wore on the exertions of the dancers added to the wTarmth given off by the candelabras
and chandeliers. The musky stench of overheated heavily-perfumed bodies made the atmosphere close to intolerable. At the stroke
of eleven, the ordeal was over. Beau Nash, the Master of Ceremonies, declared the ball to be at an end. I went home with my
face aching from so much smiling; my feet and legs sore from standing and dancing all night in thin-soled pumps.


Mrs Wilkes scolded me for being too cold, too distant, too aloof. She was beginning to despair that Fd ever find a husband, when a likely prospect presented himself. Mr James Phillips Calthorpe, younger son of a baronet, well bred
and well connected. He had hardly a penny m his own right, and altogether no prospects, but he had the tastes that went with
his station, liked the gaming tables quite as much as my brother, played with similar skill and enjoyed the same degree of
success. I wras under no illusion. His ardour was fuelled entirely by his own greed and the size of my fortune.


Mrs Wilkes was beside herself. Calthorpe was considered handsome by some, although I thought his blue eyes altogether too
pale, his colouring too vivid, and there was a weakness about his mouth and chin that I did not find attractive. I was envied
for his attentions, but I cared for him not at ail, finding him shallow and vain with a vastly inflated opinion of himself.
I did my best to ignore him and to act cold towards him, but he took my indifference as haughtiness and this served to stoke
rather than dampen his interest, which rendered his attentions even more tiresome.


I was stealing myself for another evening of more of them when a young naval officer presented himself.

'May I request the pleasure?' He bowed before me.

I was waiting for Calthorpe, saving my energies for him. I did not want to dance before I had to, and began to refuse him,
but when he straightened up and grinned at me, I saw that it was William.


Suddenly, everything was different. I tore up my card for the evening and determined to dance with him all night. The room
now glowed with a golden light thrown out by the glittering chandeliers. The rows of dancers facing each other looked handsome,
beautiful. The normal lines of callow youths and ageing rakes, overpainted women, elderly spinsters and awkward plain-faced
girls seemed to have stayed at home. Everyone moved with grace and agility. No one turned the wrong way, barging into me,
or treading on my toes. The windows were open. The scent of lilac came in on the air.


Calthorpe arrived too late. He was with his friend Bruton and, when it was clear that I would not leave my new partner for
him, Bruton said something that did not improve Calthorpe's temper. He turned on his heel and marched out, fury and humiliation
painting his cheeks, but what did I care? I was being partnered by quite the handsomest man in Bath.


My head filled with so many questions to ask William. What was he doing here? How long had he been in Bath? How long was he
going to stay? But there was little chance to talk. I had to content myself with looking. I had not seen him for two years
and he had changed. He was a man now. His uniform made him look very dashing, buttons and buckles shining, white stockings
and white gloves immaculate. Maturity had carved away the boyish roundness from his cheeks and chin, but his dark eyes wrere
as expressive as ever and his mouth still quirked up at the corners showing that he had not lost his humour or sweetness of
nature. I'm sure that I had changed as much as he, but I knew in an instant that all was the same between us. I did not need
words. His eyes and the touch of his hand told me enough.


Looks and smiles can convey a great deal in the intricate motions of the dance. My heart beat faster as each step brought
him closer and closer, then stopped altogether when his face, his lips, were only inches away. I ached with the waiting as
the dance took him away from me, and seethed with jealousy to see him join hands with another. Then he was coming back to
me and the delicious rising excitement began all over again. I knew then what dancing was all about.


I thought that there would be time to talk in the interval, but as the last dance ended he told me that he had to go.

'But why?' My eyes filled as if I had received a sudden blow. To have such happiness offered and then snatched away was cruel.

'I have stayed longer than I intended. I only came to deliver a message. My captain's wife is here. I had a letter for her.
Now I must get back to my ship.'


I looked at him. There was no opportunity even to say farewell. Our words were lost in the din of those around us. We were
being pushed apart by a crowd of people, all struggling to gain the refreshment rooms at the same time.


'Meet me!' I whispered in his ear. 'Meet me outside!'

William went to collect his cloak and sword, and I went back for my wrap. I tripped down the stairs and out of the doors.
I stood looking about, ignoring the link boys' curious looks, fanning myself as if I needed air, although it was scarcely
cooler outside than inside the building. Then I heard his whistle.


He was at the archway that marked the beginning of Harrison's Walks that ran down by the Avon.

'Will you walk with me, Miss Nancy?' He offered me his arm. 'How long have you been in Bath?'

'Three weeks or so,' I replied.

'And do you enjoy yourself? With all the entertainments, music, dancing, and so on?'

'What do I want with dancing? I despise dancing.'

He laughed. 'Come, Nancy. That's not true! You seemed to enjoy it well enough just now.' He was teasing, his mouth curved
up in a broad smile, but his eyes held a deeper seriousness, a sadness even. He knew as well as I did why young ladies were
taken to Bath.


'That's because I was dancing with you.'

'What about all the other young men that you have met? Do you not like to dance with them?'

I shook my head. 'I like to meet young men rather less than I like to dance.'

He smiled again. 'I thought the two things went together.' He was silent for a while, running his hand over the nodding heads
of the roses that lined the walk, releasing their scent. 'Perhaps you already have a young man, and do not want to meet another.'


'Perhaps I have,' I said.

He blinked as if at some sudden sharp pain, then he looked away. He walked in silence, eyes cast down in resignation, and
he sighed as if he'd heard what he most dreaded and most expected, all in the same breath.


We went on for a few paces, then he turned to me.

'In that case ... ' He looked about, at a loss for what to do, what to say.

'No.' I gripped his arm tighter. 'That's not what I meant. I meant ... '

I stopped. I'd suddenly run out of words as well. Perhaps I had no words for it.

'I have no young man. Other than ... '

'Other than?'

He was looking at me now, his dark eyes bright and intense.

I took a deep breath. 'Other than you.'

'Do not trifle with me, Nancy.'

'I'm not trifling with you. Why would I trifle? I do not trifle.'

'Truly?' He looked down at me, his face still serious.

'Truly. Of course. I am not the trifling sort.'

He began to smile again and his smile spread wide, reaching his eyes.

'I have thought of you every night, and every day since I went away.' He paused, as though to collect his thoughts. 'If it
had not been for you, I would never have obtained a place with Captain Robinson on the frigate, Colchester, and he's been like a father to me. You were my saviour, Nancy, but you are more, much more.' He stopped again, as if these words
were hard for him. 'You had always been there, from our earliest years, like a sister. Always a friend: strong, and brave,
and loyal. When we were playmates, do you remember?' I nodded. 'But when I came back, you were different. You were dressed
like a lady, in silks and satins. You seemed to have gone so far above me, a common sailor, and you a rich man's daughter.
I thought that I could never ... ' He shook his head. 'You were the finest, cleanest, prettiest thing I'd seen in an age.
I was so glad to see you, but it seemed so hopeless ... ' He sighed. 'I vowed that I would not come back until I had made
my way in life. Until I was in a position ... '


'In a position to do what?'

'To ask your father for your hand. I have my commission now, Nancy.' He pointed to the gold at his collar. 'I have money from
prizes and my wages. My prospects are good. I should make captain – '


'I do not care a fig for that.' I put my fingers to his mouth to hush him. 'I am not my father, you can save the speeches
for him.' I drew him closer. 'You could come home barefoot in a sailor's rig and I would still want to marry you.'


'In that case ... ' He bent his head to kiss me. His arms went about me and he held me close, his mouth warm on mine. I felt
suddenly breathless, almost as though I were swooning, as though my very bones were melting. I wanted the kiss to last for
ever, but eventually he broke the embrace.


'We will be sweethearts, you and I. Promised to each other,' he murmured. 'Take this as a token.'

He drew a ring from off his finger. It was a man's ring, heavy gold, and so big that it would only fit on my thumb.

'Then you must have this.'

I reached for the ring I wore on the middle finger of my left hand. It had belonged to my mother. I had been given her jewellery
on my last birthday.


It reached the knuckle of William's little finger.

'I'll wear it around my neck.' He took the ring and kissed it, slipping it into his uniform pocket. 'Now I must go.' He looked
up at the sky. 'I have to ride back to Bristol and there is going to be a storm.'


In the distance, thunder growled as if to confirm his prediction. Rain was beginning to spot as he kissed me in parting. I
had to hurry back to the Assembly Rooms to avoid a soaking. I ran up the stairs, humming a merry dance tune. The second half
of the evening had already begun, but I wouldn't be dancing. If we had come to Bath to find me a husband, then as far as I
was concerned the search was done. William had to return to his ship, but I didn't care. I was sure of him and he'd be speaking
to my father just as soon as his duties allowed.


I came to the last turn of the stairs and met two men lounging there. James Calthorpe and his friend Edward Bruton. I smiled
a greeting by way of apology for slighting him earlier and was about to explain about William, but Calthorpe ignored me and
carried on his conversation with Bruton, turning his back as they began to descend the stairs. It was, perhaps, little more
than I deserved, and I was not disposed to think the worst of him for it, but then he made a comment and I could not but overhear
it.


'What did you say?'

They looked at each other and smirked. They were both in varying degrees drunk, although Calthorpe was the less steady of
the two.


'A merchant's daughter is bad enough,' Calthorpe repeated, enunciating his words louder and more clearly. 'But a sailor's
whore, I could never endure – ' He looked at his friend and they both fell to laughing. I could not bear the insult, to William,
or to me.


'At least he's not a rake like you two. He risks his life for King and country. Who do you think you are, to slight the jacket
blue?'


That set them laughing louder, so much so that I could not endure it. Temper and pride flared together as I looked down at
Calthorpe's braying face a step or so below me. I reached back my arm and punched him square on the nose. It was not a girl's
slap, or a wild swing, but a short, sharp jab from the shoulder just as Ned had taught me. It was a well-placed blow. Brother
Ned would have applauded. I heard the bone crack. Blood spurted and splattered, adding a poppy-petal pattern to the pale embroidered
silk of his waistcoat.


Calthorpe reeled back, holding his face. If Bruton had not caught him, he would have gone toppling down the stairs. Blood
seeped between his fingers as he snorted and swore, his words thick and indistinct. I turned on my heel and left them.


A storm was coming. William had been right. It came full force in the night. The wind screamed about the houses and rain hit the windows
like scattering shot. Mrs Wilkes had to raise her voice to have her orders heard above the commotion, but the growing tempest
did not seem to trouble her, beyond a fear for the slates and chimney pots.


Those who live by the sea always keep an eye on the weather. Susan declared that she would not sleep a wink.

'I don't like the sound of it,' she said when she came to help me undress. 'If it be like this here, what's it going to be
like in Bristol? Or out in the Channel?'


The windows were shaking in their sashes as she looked out into the rain-streaked blackness. The wind that screamed about
the houses of Bath would be blowing twice as strong out at sea. Any ship caught far from shore would stand little chance.
The captain would have to make safe harbour or be at the mercy of the storm.


'There'll be wrecks tonight.' She rubbed at the gooseflesh on her arms. 'You see if there's not.'

Susan and I knelt together that night to pray for all those who might be in peril on the sea and for any whose ships were
driven on to the shore. I added a silent prayer for William, giving thanks that he wasn't at sea, and asking God to keep him
safe.


By morning, the storm had hardly abated. Instead, it continued, growing and building, turning itself into one of the worst
storms in living memory. It went on all that day and into the next. Up at King Road, the safe anchorage at the mouth of the
Avon, ships were thrown up on the shore. That had happened only once before. By the end of the third day, the damage was grievous.
Word slowly filtered into Bristol of the number of vessels wrecked and lives lost. Whole fleets had gone down, although we
knew nothing of that in Bath. Trees blocked the roads and the rivers were swollen to bursting. It took a further two days
for the first coach to reach us from home.


It brought Robert with a letter from my father. Mrs Wilkes read it quickly. She did not share the contents with us, but whatever
news it contained made her white about the mouth.


'What's that all about?' Susan asked Robert as she fed him in the kitchen.

Robert shook his big head, his long face graver than I had ever seen it.

'The Master says to come home.'
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