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Old Flame


CAPTAIN MORGAN WOULD NOT even let the gangway near the ship until the second mate had confirmed that the after breast rope was secure. He was a stickler, Morgan. Any other captain of a five-masted barque with a fast cargo for Boston would risk head and stem lines only, with perhaps a forward spring; and he’d raise the gangway the moment any one of them was fast. But not Morgan. Not even with this onshore wind to pin the ship to the quay.

The shore gang was annoyed. The raising of the gangway was the last chore of their day. They had the afternoon off – or they were going to take it off, anyway, to watch Cork play Youghall in the most important match of the season. One of them gave a sour nod in the Captain’s direction. They all knew Morgan and feared the reach of his temper. “That fella,” he said, “wouldn’t give you the …” He was about to say, “the steam off his own piss,” when he realized that a group of females was standing within earshot. “Wouldn’t give you the time of day,” he concluded lamely.

They nodded and heaved their shoulders and contained their impatience as best they might; sure, what could anyone do about it, anyway? A captain was a captain; the next one up was God. Not that Morgan looked like anyone’s idea of a god. Declan Kennedy, the oldest of the dock porters, who’d served in the Royal Navy long ago and had mounted guard on Elba, always said Morgan was the nearest thing to Napoleon he ever met. The others couldn’t see it, of course, because all they knew of Old Boney’s appearance was from prints; and, apart from the fact that both men were small in stature, the outward resemblance was slight. But when you drew near to the man you began to feel what old Declan meant – and to know something of the powerful and frightening magnetism of the old dictator of Europe.

For Captain Morgan, Captain Francis Brandon Morgan, seemed to carry about with him a kind of lethal electrical charge; the air immediately about him held an indefinably vibrant quality that kept you at bay – like the bars around the tiger cage in the zoo. Indeed, the comparison is apt, for there was something very tiger-like about the man. His head was sleek, close-cropped and clean-shaven, with curiously pointed ears that lay back against his skull. His eyes, which were deep and piercing, seemed never to rest; and even when his back was turned you dared not slacken your effort, for, like the tiger, he could turn and pounce in the blink of an eye.

The porters stared up at him until his merciless gaze fell upon them; then they looked away, shuffled their boots uneasily in the mud of that damp March day, and hankered after something, anything, at which they could seem busy. Happily for them, the group of females caught Morgan’s attention next. Steerage passengers, of course. The only sort that ever seemed to emigrate from this wretched country. He eyed them with that impersonal curiosity all old seadogs acquire when they stare at females ashore. Not that he considered steerage women to be fair game. Indeed, he’d keelhaul the man who laid an unwelcome finger on any one of them. But they weren’t like ladies; you could look them over easily, and without impertinence.

“I’d take a hose to that lot, Cap’n,” Tony Wheeler, the First Officer, commented. He had the reputation of being the one man aboard Pegasus who did not go in fear of Captain Morgan; in fact, he was just as terrified as everyone else, but he masked it with a respectful bonhomie that deceived them all, even Morgan. Indeed, it was Morgan who held Wheeler in slight awe – one of the few men he’d met in his long career as ship’s master who knew how to stand up to him, and not in any pugnacious way but simply by behaving as if there were nothing there that especially needed standing up to.

“You’ve Irish blood yourself, Mr Wheeler,” he growled, still running his eye over the females.

But whatever the officer may have replied, Morgan heard none of it. Suddenly his blood stood still, his heart dropped a beat, and his knuckles whitened on the rail.

It couldn’t be. It was. Yet it couldn’t be. His mind teetered in a daze between what he saw and what he knew. She was dead – surely she was dead? Anyway, she’d be … what? Twenty years older than that one. But he could not take his eyes off the girl down there on the quay. Jenny to a T, to the last curl of her rich red hair. Trick of the light. It must be.

At that moment the girl herself looked up at him. Or perhaps she was merely surveying her home for the next two weeks? Telepathy or chance? Dear God, what did it matter? Those eyes transfixed him. Pale green eyes, languid, intelligent, just like hers. It could not be chance, or life itself was all chance. If this were an accident, then so was his very existence.

“Cap’n?” Wheeler prompted at his elbow. The after breast was secure – had been secure for the past minute or more.

“Oh … yes,” he muttered. “Raise the gangway.”

Wheeler and the young cadet exchanged bemused glances.

The familiar routine of the ship crept between Morgan and … he would not call her Jenny, he would not even think of her as Jenny. The familiar routines crept between him and that apparition on the quay. “And bring to me any man who lets it foul the side.”

The threat brought an odd sort of ease to the quarterdeck; whatever excursion Cap’n Morgan had taken, he was now back. The world, like Pegasus, was on an even keel again. Then it was “Is the leadsman in the chains?” and “Aye, Cap’n!” and “Is his line freshly marked?” and again, “Aye, Cap’n!” – as if they didn’t sail in and out of Queenstown a dozen times a year.

He gave the new passengers no more than half an hour to come aboard, get stowed, and say their farewells – all those well-intended promises to write soon and come back one day, from people who would probably never set pen to paper nor glimpse the Atlantic again.

He needed every minute of it to prepare Pegasus for getting under way, what with a stiff “soldier’s” wind on her port beam, pressing her to the quay, and an adverse tide that would have her fouling a naval cutter astern within minutes. A less skilled captain, faced with such a tight departure, would warp her between the quay and two of the buoys in the tideway; but not Morgan. He knew he could take her out under shivering canvas to open water, and the crew would expect no less of him.

Pegasus was the very latest design for a fast merchantman, with five masts and split sails all the way to the top; and even her topsails could be reefed from the deck. Shaw & Eggar, owners of the line, had put Morgan in charge because no other captain would test a ship to the limits without hazarding a single life – much less the ship and her cargo. On this run that cargo consisted almost entirely of cheap, machine-carved furniture for the American West, so she was heavily ballasted with casks of ale, sent round the world to age and mellow.

“All set, Cap’n.” Wheeler waited for the command

Morgan ran an eye over the sails. Every yard was braced abox, sharp up, and every square foot that could safely be set was carried. She was now moored only by her head rope and after spring. He grunted approvingly. “Let go forr’ard.”

The order went forward. They had to wind in double-quick time to get enough slack to slip the rope off the bollard on the quay. The moment she felt herself free she tried to run aback, but the after-spring hawser held her and the tiderace got in against her starboard quarter and swung her closer to the wind. Soon she was facing the Queenstown roads. Her canvas shivered as the wind began to spill from a sharper angle. “Set jib and spanker,” Morgan ordered. “Let go aft.” To the quartermaster he added, “Keep her helm alee.”

From the calm of his voice and the quiet, measured response of the men, the casual onlooker might have assumed this was the easiest routine in the world for getting under way. One would have needed to look very closely to see that half the crew was either holding its collective breath or mouthing a prayer in silent unison. For one long agonizing moment an equal battle waged between wind, water, and the Captain’s will. The sails quivered, the tidal rip curled against her starboard timbers like softwood passing beneath a planing machine, and Morgan stared out, down the estuary, looking for a contradiction in the wind that might yet upset all his fine calculations.

“By the mark five!” sang the leadsman.

It was almost as if Pegasus had been waiting for some such news – that there was a good enough depth beneath her – for she now answered to the wind. She nosed forward so that her stern, no longer pinned to the quay, began to dip and slew. At once the bow moved off the wind. “Starboard your helm,” Morgan barked, but Abe Rogers, the quartermaster, was already there, bringing her alee again; having steered Pegasus through her trials in the Solent and then most of the way to Ireland, he now knew how she would respond even before she herself had quite made up her mind. She cleared the quay by inches. He checked her when she was still a point or two off her true course and she steadied perfectly. And then she really began to move.

“By the deep six!” sang the leadsman, now from the starboard bow.

“Brace round the head yards,” Morgan commanded. And again he was anticipated, with both watches ready to haul on the sheets the moment the command came. “Port your helm, Mister Quartermaster. What’s her bearing?”

“South-east by south, Cap’n.”

“Steady at that!”

For a moment she was taken aback but as the head yards swelled she leaped forward once more, eager to clear the point of Haulbowline Island and race for the ocean again, her one true element. Her masts strained, the timbers lifted beneath their feet … she was like a mighty horse, her namesake, galloping in strides a mile long. The thought was on Wheeler’s mind as he relaxed and said, “She was well named, Cap’n.”

“Who?” Morgan grunted, staring hard at the passengers; they were being allowed back on deck now that the sailing was plain.

“Pegasus.” Wheeler was embarrassed at needing to explain.

“To be sure.” The Captain’s tone of voice was absent minded.

“Leave to stand down the starboard watch, sir?” the bosun asked; that, too, should not have been necessary.

“To be sure,” Morgan repeated, never for one moment taking his eyes off the emerging stream of passengers.


THE LIFE HILDA MORGAN now enjoyed was exactly the life she had planned from the moment when, sometime in her fifteenth year, she had been capable of planning anything beyond her immediate future. Its elements included: an adoring husband who was away most of the year; three dutiful children, two sons and a daughter, a decent house in one of those delightful, leafy, urban villages that surround London; half a dozen loyal and trust-worthy servants; and a goodly circle of respectable and amiable friends. And now she had it all. Why, therefore, did she so often sit at her boudoir window these days, gazing out at the houses opposite, feeling herself possessed by the notion that the lives they enshrined was in some indefinable way richer than hers? What ingredient, if any, had she failed to incorporate into her wonderful scheme of things?

None that she could think of; on the contrary, time had fleshed out its elements in a most satisfactory manner.

The adoring husband was a sea captain – and not just any old sea captain, either. In fact, she had been told on more than one occasion, and by more than one who should know, that Francis Morgan (she did not like the bluff “Frank”) was probably the finest captain in the entire British mercantile fleet (which automatically made him the finest in the world, of course). Even twenty years ago, as a mere second officer, he was already talked about on “the Baltic” as a man to mark; otherwise, to be sure, her father would never have invited him to dinner. How flattered she had been when he began paying her court. Never mind her friends’ sneers – that any young officer who failed to court the daughter of the chairman of the Baltic Exchange would be a fool – she knew, from the tremor in his voice, the anguish in his eye, the utter awkwardness that replaced his normally brusque and jaunty manner when in her presence … she knew that a bewitchment more ancient than ambition bound Francis to her.

Not that she understood it, that strange magic which held the sexes in thrall to one another, often against their better judgement and self-interest. (Though happily such degrading mutual slavery was not the case with her and Francis.) She was not sure she even wanted to understand it. She regretted those necessary little rituals by which men refurbish their adoration and the race renews itself. Ever since Daphne Troughton, as she then was, had whispered the Awful Truth to her, the day they flew their kites on Highbury Fields, she had been terrified of marrying a man who was not of the very finest type – by which she meant one who would trouble her as infrequently as possible; her family’s connections with shipping had naturally made the choice of a seafaring man doubly desirable, given her feelings on the matter.

Francis had been very good about it. And she had rewarded him with three fine children – or youngsters they were by now. In fact, Neil, at twenty, was really a young man; and as for Lawrence, why it seemed only yesterday he had started shaving – and here he was, eighteen next month already. How swiftly childhood fled, even though some particular days of it had dragged like centuries!

They had even arrived in the order she had planned: two boys and a girl – Neil and Lawrence, the apples of their father’s eye, and Kathleen, her mama’s own little darling … For some reason her contemplation of her perfect little family (such a sensible number for an intelligent couple to have, such an example to the poor) failed to bring its usual glow of satisfaction. Clouds were beginning to intrude upon that hitherto sunstruck scene.

Neil should not have been quite so reluctant to take up his cadetship on the Orestes. That had wounded Francis, though he hadn’t said so openly. Orestes was the flagship of the Union Line and Neil’s father and grandfather had put their own credit in the balance to get him the position; in the circumstances he might have shown just a little more gratitude. (Also, to be fair, the Union Line could have shown just a little more understanding. True, Neil’s mistakes had been costly, but a beginner can’t be expected to get everything right from the word go, can he?)

When it came to filial gratitude, Lawrence had behaved little better. All his life he’d known he was intended for the Baltic; one day he’d be chairman there, too, like his grandfather – just as Neil would one day inherit his father’s reputation as the finest of masters in the Mercantile Marine. It was all very well for Daphne to wax philosophical and say airily, “’twas ever thus … ever since the Ancient Greeks, anyway.” (Oedipus, was it? Daphne had spent far too much of her youth reading the most unsuitable literature – and still did, come to that.) One more episode like last Saturday, when Lawrence and his unsavoury chum Billy Attwater had spent the afternoon in the dinghy they’d built, racing the Hansa down to Tilbury (the very ship whose manifest Lawrence ought to have been tallying!) … one more drama like that and Lawrence would be out on his ear. What was so difficult about being at your desk at the appointed hour on the appointed days and carrying bids to agents and owners and bringing back their replies and keeping proper records of everything? Yet to hear the lad talk about it you’d think they were asking him to leap over St Paul’s every day and twice on Sundays.

Thank God for daughters! Kathleen at least was the one nugget of unalloyed gold among her children. She had more faculty than both her brothers put together, if truth were told – and why should it not be told in this day and age, Hilda wondered? There seemed to be nothing the girl could not pick up once she set her mind to it. In fact, the difficulty with Kathleen – the only difficulty – was in steering her away from unsuitable things for a girl to pick up, like navigation when Neil had all those difficulties in understanding it, or obscure systems of weights and measures when Lawrence had come home complaining about “tons-tallow and tons-cubic and tons-my-eye-and-Mrs-O’Grady.” You only needed to watch her looking up things like that in Parnall’s Handy Household Reference and you could actually see her eyes darting here and there about the page, sorting it out at a rate of knots, like a card player’s eyes when arranging a new-dealt hand. She always beat her brothers at cards, too, because she had memorized all the mathematical chances of getting this or that winning combination – until Lawrence had twigged, of course. Now he usually scooped the kitty.

And yet, for all her cleverness, Kathleen remained so modest and biddable, so unspoiled, such a sensible girl, as everybody said of her. Not even Daphne, who always thought the jovial worst of everyone, could fault Kathleen. She had to content herself with vague warnings like, “one day that girl will confound us all. Wait till she turns sixteen!”

Only three months to go now!

But Daphne was wrong. Kathleen wouldn’t change. Yes, thank God for Kathleen. And thank God, too, that the remainder of her girlhood vision was intact: the fine home, the loyal servants, the good friends.

Highbury had been a natural choice for the Morgans, quite apart from the fact that Hilda herself had grown up there. For some reason, without anyone on the Baltic convening a committee and deciding it should be so, this particular village on the fringe of London had attracted large numbers of people “in shipping.” Not Old Highbury, where Daphne and Brian Dowty lived – up around Highbury Fields. That area had enjoyed its heyday a century earlier and was now past it, a little raffish, in fact. Not absolutely raffish, of course, or not even Daphne would live there, but relatively so, when contrasted with the extremely respectable people who lived in Highbury New Park. It was a wonderful sight on a warm Sunday in summer to see them all parading to and from St Augustine’s to hear that fine preacher, the Rev. Prebendary Gordon Calthrop preach his impressive sermons. Up and down they went, with their tall toppers ironed and polished, their black tail coats brushed and brushed again, their lovat-grey trousers still warm from the press, set off by the blinding white of their ties and waistcoats, and their yellow or mauve gloves spotless, their black boots vying to outshine the silver knobs of their canes, and the flowers in their buttonholes fresh snipped from the conservatory on their way out … it was a brave and beautiful sight. One wag had called it, “the Baltic at prayer.”

Highbury was far enough from the West End for its decadence and “Fashion” to hold no influence; and it was near enough to the City for a gentleman to walk it in half an hour, as many of the younger ones did, gaining in both health and purse thereby. Hilda’s father, of course, kept to the old tradition, riding his mare the half mile to Canonbury Station, followed at a respectful distance by his groom, who would then lead the horse home again. People could still set their watches by “old Victor Watson” each morning. But it was still sufficiently apart from the great wen of London, City or Westminster, to support a life of its own. Anyone who was anyone belonged to one or other of the two big societies – the Philharmonic and the Dramatic; Neil had sung in the former before going away to sea, and Lawrence was one of the great back-stage stalwarts of the latter. The Highbury Athenæum was jam-packed when either group put on a performance, and people came from as far afield as Hampstead and Walthamstow. Charles Brightman was chairman of the “Phil” and his brother Fred took the lead in the Dramatic; Brightman Bros was one of the leading shipping lines – so it just showed there was no better place than Highbury in all the world for a family whose interests lay in mercantile affairs.

Hilda, at her boudoir window, looked up and down Highbury New Park with quiet satisfaction. For all that it was a small, self-contained community – perhaps even a little tight and inward-looking (she would allow Daphne that much of a sneer) – it was also undeniably cosmopolitan, even more so than the West End, which liked to boast of being the ultimate in that line. Why, at that very minute, Mr Camille Abbati and Mr Franz Hinzer drove by in an open gig – brave men, considering the rawness of the day. They were the two leading chartering agents in the Azoff, Black Sea, and Danube trades. She gave them a dignified nod but, though they seemed to be looking at the house, they were talking and gesticulating in that endearingly quaint, foreign way of theirs and did not notice her.

She glanced at her clock; gone eleven. Rather late for them, surely? And Abbati’s house was up in Aberdeen Park, so why was he driving down this way? She must mention it to Daphne at choir practice tonight; Daphne loved to spin grand and impossible conspiracies out of such chance sightings.

Thoughts of the choir, and its offshoot the Phil, brought her to the last item in her tour d’horizon of achieved ambitions: good friends. Most people were lucky if they could number them on the fingers of one hand – really good friends. But Hilda would need all her fingers and all her toes for the task, and still want more for the tally. First there was the choir and the Phil, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, respectively, where her clear and reliable soprano earned her the occasional solo part; there she had at least half a dozen close friends. Then, on Wednesdays, came the Dramatic, where her green eyes, fair hair, and aesthetically dreamy expression brought her parts a good ten years younger than her true age; and there, too, she had several close friends of both sexes. Other days brought her into yet other circles. On Mondays it was the Highbury Missionary Society, which supported two missions, one in Darkest Africa and the other in even darker Whitechapel, just down the road. On Friday afternoons it was Clothing for the Poor, after which she always needed a good bath, and then – the one sheer indulgence of the week – the whist drive in the Meeting House at the bottom end of Highbury Crescent. It was mostly ladies who played there, with a sprinkling of a few retired gentlemen; the husbands were either away at sea, like Francis, or “on the Baltic,” and Friday evenings were busy ones for anybody in the City, being the traditional evenings for banquets and testimonials.

It was amazing, really, how few of the friends in one circle overlapped with those in another. Only Daphne. She was in everything except Clothing for the Poor; her pet charity was Distressed Gentlewomen, where she claimed to be picking up tips for her own old age. Otherwise there were fewer than half a dozen duplications among all Hilda’s various circles of friends – and yet all lived within less than one square mile of each other! She often wondered what would happen if she gave a grand garden party one summer and invited all of them to mingle. Of course it was impossible; there were ladies, or females, in all her circles with whom she got on splendidly but with whom it would be unthinkable to mix socially. Hilda prided herself on her ability to get on with people, especially those with whom it was inconceivable she should mix; she wished there were some way of drawing more attention to the fact, so that the members of all her various circles would understand how extremely progressive and tolerant she was. Most of them, she felt sure, assumed it was some especial quality in themselves, rather than in her, that forced her to accept them.

She rose from her chair in the bay window and was just about to cross the room to the door when a movement along the street caught her eye – a young girl walking along hand in hand with an older woman. A second or two later they resolved into Kathleen and Miss Kernow, her teacher at the Highbury Grove Academy for Young Ladies. With a quick, guilty glance up and down the street, she raised her binoculars to her eyes; normally she did not use them until the evening twilight rendered her invisible to other binocular users among her neighbours, of whom there were many.

At least Kathleen did not seem ill, though her face had an unusual pallor and she walked with a strange, almost mincing step quite unlike her usual, confident stride. They halted. Miss Kernow said something to her. Kathleen shook her head and gave a brave little smile. The teacher linked arms with her and they resumed their walk at an even gentler pace. But now they were no longer teacher and pupil; they were woman and woman.

A dread premonition seized Hilda in that instant; the unalloyed gold, she felt, was about to show the first sign of tarnish.


MORGAN STIRRED IN his bunk, harried by a dream in which he was left single-handed in charge of a vessel very like Pegasus except that it kept growing new masts behind his back. At length he awoke, filled with a sense of unease. The masts. There was something about the masts. When he first went to sea there had been little difference between the construction of a merchantman and a man of war, at least as far as their solidity was concerned. The masts on both would stand firm even in a collision. But now, with each new merchantman they built they shaved her masts, split her sails, and cut her crew – all to make her lighter, leaner, and better able to compete with steam. The five slender, graceful masts of Pegasus worried Morgan out of his dreams.

He lay in his bunk and listened as they creaked in their stepping, not the deep bass creak of the mighty oak trunks of yore but the shrill contralto of …

The word contralto made him think suddenly of Daphne Dowty, a name that added naught to his comfort. Just because she was Hilda’s childhood friend and lived so near to them in Highbury, it did not make a suitable companion of her. Fortunately, dear Hilda had a mind of her own but even so, a dripping tap could wear down stone in time. Daphne was to blame for the unruliness of both Neil and Lawrence; he couldn’t prove it in a court of law, but her disparaging little remarks about Duty and Authority all through their childhood cannot have failed to leave its mark on their impressionable young minds. Thank heavens for Kathleen. She had more sense than …

How had he wandered from masts to Kathleen? He shook his head as a man may jiggle a faltering timepiece. Masts. Stick to the masts.

Faculties within him that persisted through his slumbers told him Pegasus had not tacked for an hour or more. Her slight but steady list to port said she was running before a half-gale, fine on her starboard quarter. Not much for the watch to do but show as much canvas as she’d bear and, keeping all yards braced round, hold the tension in her sheets within limits. “Farming,” as they called it. Must be close to the upper limit now, he thought. Every time she checked at the foot of an adverse swell, he could hear her masts groan at the strain. Four bells rang. But which watch? He reached for his chronometer, intending to carry it to the moonbeam at the porthole, when he heard McLennan, the First Mate, cry, “Haul up the mains’l weather clew!”

Six o’clock, then. Dawn soon enough – and the wind obviously getting up. He should do the same. Little point in trying to snatch another half-hour.

He rose, shaved in ice-cold water, and dressed, wincing as the imperfectly removed stubble on his adam’s apple grated against the stiffly starched collar. The glass stood at thirty-two inches – nothing ominous for the time of year, except that yesterday it had stood at thirty-three.

“Morning Number Two,” he grunted as he went on deck.

“Morning Cap’n. All’s well.” Feehan, the Second Officer, moved to the starboard rail. Like many new ships of that time, the Pegasus was commanded not from the quarterdeck (except in harbour) but from a bridge, amidships.

Morgan noted with approval that all topsails and t’gallants were already taken in; he put his binoculars to his eyes and scanned the horizon. The sky, though cloudless above, was ominous on the port bow; there a huge black hole in the sky was just starting to swallow the setting moon.

It looked as if they might be heading just north of a big one – which the strengthening wind confirmed. The only other vessel in sight was a steamship, a huge merchantman of about five thousand tons, hull down on the starboard quarter. A heartening vision, with a sky like that coming up.

He lowered his binoculars and went down the companionway to the foredeck; as he made his way forr’ard he checked the occasional wedge in the cleats on the hatch combings. None was loose, of course; if it had been, the cook would already be frying someone’s liver for breakfast. Morgan used the heads and then went up to the “policeman” on the fo’c’sle deck.

“Davidson, isn’t it?” he said, knowing very well that it was. “How long have we had her for company?” He nodded toward the merchantman astern, now visible only by her smoke.

“We picked her up just after one bell on this watch, Cap’n. Then she was a few points to starboard.” He gestured almost dead ahead.

“So we’ve gained about sixteen miles on her in ninety minutes, even with the wind behind her. We must be moving.” He peered over the rail, but with a following wind and the sea running with her, Pegasus seemed to plough no more than an average furrow.

“’Tis a contrairy sea, Cap’n,” Davidson volunteered. “There’s a rising swell forward of her port beam.”

“Not on her port bow?” Morgan asked sharply.

The man shook his head and sucked a tooth. The difference was important for it revealed that the centre of this storm was still a long way off.

“There’s one now,” the man warned. His eyes, long adapted to the dark, picked out the black-on-black trough and near-black-on-black flank of a vast swell, about half a mile off on the port beam. “We had another like that just before four bells,” he added.

Morgan knew then what had awakened him early. They stood and watched, powerless, as that mighty wall of ocean continued its remorseless advance toward them. No, not toward them, not toward anything in particular. That was what made it so awesome: It did not even acknowledge their existence. It would roll thus across the face of the deep whether they were there or not. It turned their very being into an irrelevance.

The long toe of it got in under their keel and began to lift her while the crest was still so far off it was only just beginning to form a new horizon. The two men held their breath; Morgan’s gloved fingers tightened on the rail as Pegasus rose and rose, and – incredibly – continued rising as the long wedge slid beneath her. The very length of it was a relief in one way, for, like its direction, it implied that the storm centre was still far off; but in another way it was the most ominous sign yet, for it confirmed this particular storm as one of Atlantic proportions, which made terms like “far” and “near” seem quite meaningless in the long run. Wherever you might seek to hide between the Aran Islands and Cape Cod, this one would find you out.

When the crest of it reached them he looked nervously up and watched the masts go racing northward across the sky, shrieking their protest as they dipped. The sails, though braced right up to the weather, shivered as the sudden motion spilled their contents – which was as well, he reflected, for he could hardly believe that masts so slender could withstand both forces at once. The vessel herself checked and shuddered as the oblique crest of the wave took her aback; the canvas barely had time to fill before they were falling down the back of the swell and the masts raced once more across the dawning sky, this time to the south. There was a long moment of contradiction as the running sea and the afterswell contended for her keel.

“Mr Feehan,” Morgan called across the space of the foredeck. “Turn out the forenoon watch. Set by the wind. Reef all courses. Close-reef main-tops’ls, fore-stay-s’l, and mizzen-try-s’l. Prepare life lines.”

“Aye aye Cap’n!” came the reply. A few minutes later the decks were swarming with both watches as they jumped to reduce her head of sail. Not a single man needed to set foot to a single ratline; it was all done from the deck, in half the time and ten times the safety of the old way.

The Bosun was waiting for Morgan at the foot of the forward companionway. “Three good men and the carpenter to inspect the battens,” the Captain told him in passing.

“Aye aye sir.”

Morgan was a few yards past the man when he heard him add, “You’d best stay below there, miss. This is no weather for a Christian.”

He turned and saw the light of the man’s lantern falling on her – Teresa O’Dee, as he now knew her to be called. A power he could not gainsay made him turn and say, “All right, Bosun, let her on deck. She won’t be in the way there.” He pointed to the space between the companionway and the scuppers, just forr’ard of the foremast shrouds.

She screwed up her face and took an aimless step or two, feeling around her for something solid. He realized she was too blinded by the light to see where he had pointed; he took her gently by the elbow and guided her into the little arbour of safety. The touch of her arm was electric. An impulse within him to drop her like a hot coal fought with an equally powerful urge to hang on to her as long as he could – forever, if possible.

The bosun stared at him in amazed disbelief before recollecting himself and jumping to his orders.

“We’re carrying too much sail for this wind, Miss O’Dee,” Morgan explained. “We’re going to take some of it in – and just make sure the tarpaulins are well secured over the cargo hatches.”

The place he had chosen for her was so well sheltered that he hardly needed to raise his voice – nor to draw so close to her as he now did. The air around her had a special, vibrant quality that captivated him.

She, for the moment, had no voice to raise, being too astonished to learn that the great Captain Morgan actually knew her name.

“Nothing to be alarmed at,” he added, “but the sea’s getting up and she’s a new ship – a bit of an unknown. Best to play safe, don’t you know.”

Go, he told himself. What good can you do here?

“You know my name,” she said at last.

“I make it my business to know as many passengers’ names as possible, young lady,” he replied; it was more than half true, anyway. But then, feeling it sounded a little impersonal, even ungallant, he added, “Yours, to be sure, was one of the first.” Then he could have bitten his tongue off. What was the point of saying such things? What good could ever come of these idiot notions that now hovered at the rim of his mind?

But far below this superficial annoyance a great calm had descended upon him. The strengthening daylight was yet weak enough to blur those lines that were peculiarly hers and leave a blank into which his memory could paint those features once so dear.

She smiled demurely at his chivalrous compliment and retreated into the fastness of her self-sufficiency – that unreachable femininity which still had powers to drive him distracted. She rearranged her shawl. For a moment the line of her breast was firm against the darks of shadows beyond; his hand stretched out in fancy and touched her there. He closed his eyes in shame but, like his earlier annoyance, it was a most superficial burden; inwardly he exulted once again.

He followed her gaze out to sea, aft toward the plume of smoke off the starboard quarter. “A steamship,” he told her. “A merchantman like us, with a thousand tons more in ballast to steady her. I expect you’d rather be aboard her at this moment.”

She faced him then and smiled. “Begod, Captain Morgan, by no means.”

Her smile – the sweetness and pain of it – succeeded where conscience and dignity had failed. It drove him from her. “Let the forr’ard steward know if the sea comes down the ventilators,” he said in parting. “We’ll plug them with hessian, but there’s no sense in suffocating till then.”

Teresa O’Dee followed him with her eyes. Though he no longer struck fear into her, as he had done when he was just a name, a remote, gruff figure on the bridge, she could understand even more why the men spoke of him in such awe and why scarce two minutes had elapsed between his turning out the watch below and the taking in of sails by that selfsame crew.

She watched them now as they finished their work, all looking as if they’d been alert for hours; and a great feeling of confidence surged through her. It was plain from his orders that they expected a storm, and a severe one at that, but the smooth and busy seamanship in progress all around her left no room for alarm. And it was all because of him, she realized. He was making all this happen. No matter what the storm might hurl at them, he would bring them safely through – of that she was utterly confident. There was some quality within him mightier than the mighty Atlantic Ocean itself.

And among all the passengers, he had taken care to learn her name first!

When the Captain was well clear, the Bosun came forward again, with the First Mate at his side. She shrank back as the light of the lantern fell upon her in the nook where she sheltered. “Captain Morgan said I could,” she began defensively, but the Bosun cut her off with a laugh, not unfriendly.

“That’s all right, miss. You stay there as long as you like. Well now, Mr McLennan,” he said to the mate, “you’ve seen Morgan’s daughter. What d’you say?”

The man peered intently at Teresa, as if she were a specimen in a case. “Nothing like the girl,” he said at last.

“Then the mystery thickens, eh!”

The lantern vanished, and the two men with it, leaving her world newly darkened – and in more ways than one.

Morgan’s daughter! The Captain had a daughter! Her euphoria shrank to one small point.

Well, what else had she expected?

Nothing. Only hoped.

Not even hoped. Daydreamed.

The single small point of her happiness began to swell once more as a new thought struck her: If Morgan’s daughter were old enough to resemble her (or not, as it now turned out), then the Captain might well be a widower!

She stayed on deck an hour or more, waiting for the chill of the strengthening wind to drive her back below; it was a bleak choice, between the bitter blast on deck and the nauseating stench of the female dormitory. If only she’d known what it was going to be like, she’d have begged or borrowed the extra and travelled second, instead. What with women who smoked pipes, women who chewed tobacco and spat their quid where it pleased them, and women who had never heard of soap and water, it was purgatory for a well-brought-up young woman down there. The only compensation was that the reek from the men’s dormitory, on the other side of the iron grille, was even worse.

There were six cabins for second-class and no firsts. But as they were all at the back end of the boat, separated from the steerage by the bridge, they might as well have been on the far side of the moon as far as Teresa was concerned. One of the ladies there might want a companion or a maid or something, or they might have a child with the measles who’d need nursing – anything to get out of this purgatory. Frank Kelly, one of the seamen, who seemed a bit soft on her, said only four cabins were taken. She wondered would they let an empty one go a bit cheaper now the voyage was half over? She should have asked Captain Morgan when she had the chance.

Dreams! It was all dreams. Going to America was a dream. Who said life there would be any better than it had been in King’s County? Well, to be honest now, it couldn’t be worse. It was her father’s dreams had left her without a penny and brought her this low in the world. Still, fair dues to him, if he’d succeeded, they’d be living like pigs in clover. You couldn’t say the dream was wrong, only the man who dreamed it. Her thoughts strayed back to Captain Morgan.

There was a man to strike passion in your heart! One minute you’d be looking at the sea, filled with the fear of it; next moment you’d see him on deck and the fear would just fly out of you. That wasn’t just her idea. Frank Kelly said the same. He said that sailors talk of lucky ships and unlucky ships, but the only luck a ship needed was a good captain – and that made Pegasus the luckiest vessel afloat.

Was he a widower, she wondered? And why did he look at her in that special way, as if he, too, was soft on her? There was something there, you’d be a fool not to see it. All those times when the weather had been better and she’d been promenading up here on the deck, round and round the hatch combings, and she’d look up at the bridge, very casual, and catch his eyes upon her. The men must have noticed it, too, else why would they wonder was she like his daughter?

Thoughts of Captain Morgan’s daughter brought a brief pang of envy. Ships’ masters were rich and lived in fine houses in the country; their wives had their own gigs and did nothing only go to At Homes and balls, and they wore long gloves always, five or six pairs a day, Mary Quirke said. She could see the Captain’s daughter now. Arabella, her name would be, and they lived in a grand villa on the edge of one of those cathedral towns like Barset. What time was that in England? Mid-morning, probably. So Miss Arabella would be off in her gig, all wrapped up against the winter wind with her hands sunk snug in her muff, and a haybox of soup for the deserving poor at her feet. Perhaps her mother would be the Honourable something or other from a titled family and the deserving poor would be their ancient retainers. Lætitia. The Honourable Lætitia Morgan. She’d be deceased, of course, which was why young Arabella, who looked nothing like her, Teresa, was doing the charitable round.

On second thoughts, she didn’t envy the daughter at all. When it came to matters of solace, of comforting the loneliness of a poor widower man, the unattached spinster had the daughter bet hollow. With that thought kindling at the cockles of her heart, Teresa O’Dee withstood the raging blasta full ten minutes longer than she might otherwise have done – which was why she was still on deck when the Captain sent for her.


CAPTAIN MORGAN GOT A good fix on Venus before the dawn effaced her; with the sky closing in, it might be the last they’d get before landfall. A few swift calculations, automatic to him by now, put them at just over 29° W by just under 49° N, or almost exactly halfway to Newfoundland. From now on it would be dead reckoning all the way.

The nonautomatic part of his mind was still appalled at the way he was behaving over Miss O’Dee. He could not understand it. No man living had greater cause to philander, nor better opportunity, either, and yet during all the years of his marriage he had resisted those siren calls – only he knew at what cost to his nerve and self-esteem.

“Oh, Francis, darling, it’s not as if you’ve been away for years. Only a month … oh, very well, six weeks. But surely you can restrain your animal lusts for a little longer when you know how much it upsets me?” How many times had he endured such homilies, spoken with all the impregnable sweetness of a woman who knows her mission is to civilize the world? How often had he been faced with tantalizing offers from silken-thighed senoritas and big, pneumatic black women – only to find within himself, and often at the last minute, the moral courage to resist them? And now here was Miss Teresa O’Dee, plaguing him night and day, all because she bore a passing resemblance to …

Well now that was another odd thing. A few minutes ago, when he’d actually summoned up the courage to address her at last (Captain Morgan, terror of the seven seas, having to summon up courage to talk to a chit of a girl!), he hadn’t even thought of Jenny Bright. Yet it hadn’t changed his feelings for her in the slightest. His innards had still gone hollow at the sight of her; his hands still longed to caress her, his lips still yearned to feel the touch of hers – but it no longer had any connection with her likeness to his long-dead sweetheart. That might have been the initial spur, the trick that let the thorn of her beauty get under the armour and into his flesh. But now it was the girl herself who captivated him so. And worst of all, he felt no shame.

With the senoritas and the negresses there had always been his shame to hold him back; with Miss O’Dee, on the other hand, there was none. There was prudence, of course; a nice calculation of appearances in front of the officers and men in his command; but morally, inwardly, in the profoundest corners of his soul, not the faintest twinge of conscience held his imagination in check. What on earth was he going to do about it?

He watched his fingers grasp the pencil and draw a line across the Atlantic chart and he asked them what he was going to do about it.

He set his dividers to the distance he estimated Pegasus would cover in the next twenty-four hours – a little game he liked to play with himself each day. If he got it right, he would allow himself three fingers of whisky on retiring that night; if wrong, only two. Now he pushed the two sharp points into the back of his hand. The pain was not so sharp as he had imagined it would be. Was he losing touch with his senses in more ways than one? He watched the blood form two crimson globules, which congealed almost at once. He had never done such a thing before in his life.

Yes he had. Yes he had – at school, to show that bully Bulgin how indifferent he was to pain. The long-buried schoolboy sniggered at him a moment and then fell silent, mourning his own death.

“What am I going to do?” the adult Morgan repeated aloud, feeling himself at a loss for the first time in almost twenty years.

The boy within pricked up his ears; perhaps death was not quite so permanent as rumour would have it! Together they went back up on deck.

Miss O’Dee was still there.

By now the sky was black from horizon to horizon and the wind a full gale. Wheeler had reduced canvas yet again and Pegasus was now sailing under a close-reefed main-topsail and storm stay-sails only. Morgan considered reducing still further and decided to leave things as they were for half an hour or so. The wind had backed a point, which was a good sign, for it suggested the storm was tracking east – west rather than coming straight at them on the usual sou’westerly course. If that were so, they stood a chance of riding round its centre, with the storm growing no worse than this all the way.

“Rogers was just saying, Cap’n,” Wheeler broke into his thoughts, “she handles well before the wind.”

Morgan nodded. “We’ll run west by south for Newfoundland as fast as we dare. With luck we’ll miss the worst of it.” He checked the pennant at her stern and then ran his eye up the mainmast, directly overhead. “Brace up that yard another three degrees,” he said. “We’ll get a knot or two more out of her yet.”

Wheeler relayed the order and then followed Morgan’s eyes down to the foredeck. “All battens tight, sir,” he said, though he knew that was not what Morgan had on his mind.

The Captain grunted.

The First Officer decided to risk something more direct. “I hope she’s not got a fever or anything, Cap’n,” he added nodding at Miss O’Dee. “She’s been standing there almost an hour now.”

To his horror Morgan heard himself replying, “There’s something about her that I …” He bit his tongue off and wondered desperately how to finish the sentence. “I feel sure I’ve met her before,” he said brusquely. “D’you remember old Cap’n Bright? Billy Bright. Owned the Hiawatha. Used to ply between Tilbury and the Baltic, mainly. I was cabin boy on her all my first year at sea. Wonderful man. He had a daughter the living image of Miss … whatever her name is down there.”

“O’Dee,” Wheeler said, thinking it odd that Morgan had known her name yesterday and forgotten it again today … or then again perhaps not so odd, when you came to consider it.

The Captain gave no sign of having heard. “She went down on the Goodwin Sands, the old Hiawatha,” he said. “With all hands. And … Bright’s daughter. I’d have sailed with her if I hadn’t had the chicken pox.”

“Ah!” The First Officer shook his head at the vagaries of fate – and refrained from making the obvious comment that Miss O’Dee and Miss Bright could hardly be connected, if that were the case. So why had Morgan brought it up at all, he wondered? “She’s not our usual steerage type,” he offered.

Morgan nodded. “She should go below. She’ll catch her death out there.”

The other spoke rapidly, before his misgivings could restrain him: “I’ll bet she can’t tolerate the fug down there, especially now we’ve stoppered the ventilators. It must be unendurable for a woman with any sensibilities … like the Black Hole of Calcutta.”

In those superficial levels of his mind where Morgan made purely social calculations and looked after his own reputation and self-interest, he knew this was something of a test. The Morgan of yesterday, the Morgan with whom many of this crew had sailed before, and more than once, the Morgan they all knew and feared in their very bones – that Morgan would never have concerned himself with the comfort of one poor steerage passenger – most especially one who was young, female, and pretty. No more practised hater of women ever paced the quarterdeck. Wasn’t it his proudest boast that he was bigamously married to his legal wife – since his first and only bride was the sea!

But such considerations were far too superficial to stop him now; Wheeler had opened a door for him, and the strength to slam it in the man’s face was simply not there. “She may have a fever,” he said angrily, clutching at the man’s opening words. “Lord, isn’t this storm enough to try us! A blasted female down with a fever! See she’s isolated in one of the empty cabins aft. Say nothing about fever to the other passengers, of course – just make out she paid the premium and moved.”

“Very well, Cap’n. A wise precaution, if I may say so, sir.”

“You may not, sir!” Morgan snapped. “I am not used to having my decisions commented on by my juniors. What are you waiting for?”

Wheeler, outwardly calm, inwardly in a muck sweat at his own impudence, cleared his throat delicately and, avoiding his captain’s eye, said, “You have the medical books, sir.”

Morgan turned on his heel. “You look at her,” he snapped. “You know as much about it as me, which is damn all. Just get her out of my sight.”

He stormed off aft to check the battens on the rear cargo holds.

“That’s more like his old self, sir,” the quartermaster commented when Morgan was safely out of earshot.

“Very like his old self, Mr Rogers,” Wheeler laid an ambiguous stress on the word, at which the other smiled. Then he went forward to relay the good news to Miss O’Dee.


BUT REALLY, ‘CLARE TO GOD, I’m fine,” Teresa protested for the third or fourth time as Wheeler flung open the door to the empty cabin. But the First Officer ignored her assertion, gave a quick, conspiratorial glance all about them, and urged her with a peremptory nod to enter. “Excuse my closing the door, miss,” he said as he followed her in, “and don’t take it amiss now, but there’s a thing or two I ought to tell you. First, don’t ever let Cap’n Morgan hear you say you haven’t a fever. You see this neck?” He thrust his head forward awkwardly.

Taken aback, she stared at his adam’s apple and nodded. “Yes.”

Wheeler licked his finger and drew an imaginary line around it. “He’d sever it there if he heard you say that – and you’d be back in steerage without your feet touching the deck. D’you want that?”

“No!” she exclaimed fervently.

“I didn’t think so.” He gave a self-congratulatory nod. “When I saw you lingering there on the foredeck, despite the storm, I said to myself, she’s loth to go back below to that Black Hole of Calcutta. And so, when the Captain asked what the hell you were still doing there – pardon my French – I used my wits and suggested perhaps you had a fever. That’s the only reason you’re in this cabin, you know – he wants you isolated.”

“Oh.” She dropped her pathetic little bundle and leaned against the upright of the bunk. “Was that it?”

“What did you suppose?” the man asked.

She shook her head.

“Little you know of Captain Morgan,” he went on. “When they gave out sympathy he was playing marbles over the hill.”

“He was very kind to me,” she said stoutly. “When the mate ordered me below, he said I could stand by that staircase and be out of the way. And he spoke very softly to me.”

But Wheeler shook his head. “Don’t you be deceived by him. That man hates all women with an intensity you could carve up and sell to a seminary.”

“Are you a Catholic?” she asked suddenly.

He ignored the question. “And the prettier they are, the worse it is for them. I’ve seen him reduce them to tears. And the light of pleasure in his eyes! You’d have to see it to know what I mean.”

“But he’s married,” Teresa objected. “Or,” she added more hopefully, “he was, once upon a time.”

“To the sea,” the other confirmed.

“He has a daughter. I heard the bosun say it.”

Wheeler shook his head. “That man’s only wife is the sea. I know.”

She wanted to press her question to an absolutely unequivocal answer but something restrained her. She had the information she desired more than all the world to hear: Captainn Morgan was a widower, just as she had hoped.

“So my point is,” the First Officer concluded, “if you want to stay here, you’ll develop a fever, or an ague, or an ache or pain of some kind. D’you understand what I’m saying?”

The porthole turned dark green; she had a brief glimpse of a startled fish.

“Or d’you want to go back to steerage?”

“Yes.” She sighed and squared her shoulders.

He was flabbergasted. “But why?” he asked feebly.

“Because he’ll come to see how bad it is,” she said resignedly. “And he’ll know at once I’m lying – and sure I couldn’t bear that.”

Wheeler gave a little whistle; the business was deeper and even more intriguing than he had realized. He’d suspected that the girl had somehow got past the Captain’s well-known misogyny, but he’d never imagined it might cut both ways. He changed tack at once. “The sentiment does you credit, Miss O’Dee, but see here now.” He eyed her cannily. “There’s one way he might let you remain on board. Are you willing to risk it?”

“And what is that, sir?” she asked. “I needn’t tell you, I’d liefer stand on deck all the way than go back into steerage.”

“I’ll tell the man fair and square. He’s always swearing there’s no such thing as an honest female. Let’s see what he does when he can’t deny it in you.”

She slumped onto the edge of the lower bunk. “I have no choice,” she agreed glumly.

An exultant Wheeler returned to the bridge as fast as his dignity would allow. “Permission, sir?” he asked perfunctorily.

“Well?” Morgan barked.

“The ship’s log, sir. I doubt we’ll get a true reading, the way it is. I think the carpenter should have a look at it but I believe you should see it first.”

“Lead on.” A curt nod of the man’s head sent him down the after companionway, with the Captain hard on his heels.

“What’s all this?” Morgan snapped the moment they were alone on the afterdeck. “Ship’s log? Never heard such flannel in my life.”

Wheeler gave a rueful smile. “I’m sorry, Cap’n. I should have thought of something better, but I didn’t want the quartermaster to overhear. The fact is, Miss O’Dee has not the slightest degree of fever and is unwilling to accept the cabin under false colours.”

“Well, why didn’t you send her straight back to steerage, you fool?” the Captain asked.

The officer turned from him at once. “Aye aye sir. I just thought that as the decision to send her there had been yours …”

“Oh, for God’s sake leave the little bitch where she is!” Morgan shouted after him. “She’ll only moon around on deck and get in the way.”

Wheeler, now more committed to the game than was good for either his skin or his career, took his courage in both hands and said, “I think you’ll have to tell her that yourself, sir.”

“Damned if I will!”

“She’s a highly principled and strong-minded young lady, Cap’n.”

“Tell her she’s in irons. Tell her anything you like – but keep her off my quarterdeck, d’ye hear?”

The officer hesitated just long enough to give Morgan the excuse to explode. “Damm your eyes, Mr Wheeler, but I’ll do it myself! I’ll give her such a tongue-lashing she won’t show her face on deck this side of Boston. But mark’ee now, sir – this will go ill with you in my ship’s log.”

Wheeler responded with an embarrassed shrug. “I’m sorry, Cap’n. I seem to have made a mess of this from start to finish. I can only offer my sincerest apologies, sir.”

“Humph!” Morgan strode exultantly past him to the after deckhouse and the companionway down to the second-class quarters.

This was the decisive moment, Wheeler told himself. If Morgan turned and hurled more abuse at him, he was genuine. If not …

The Captain reached the bulkhead, opened it, turned, saw his First Officer still standing there, looked somewhat surprised – maybe a little abashed – and vanished below without a word.

To his surprise, Wheeler felt the unaccustomed pressure of tears, the merest incipient tears, but tears nonetheless, behind his eyelids. “Dear God!” he murmured. “You stupid … magnificent … old man!”

Frank’s knock was hesitant, almost boyish; when Teresa cried, “Come in!” she half expected to see a deferential youth there, twisting his cap in his hands. What she actually saw was Captain Morgan, doing a sort of spiritual impersonation of such a lad. His outer manner was as jaunty and brusque as ever, but that was the habit of a lifetime, a matter of bodily momentum that owed nothing to his spirit at that particular moment. It was the eyes that gave him away: wary, respectful, awkward.

“Miss O’Dee,” he thundered quietly and strode directly to the porthole. He wiped a finger beneath it, tested it for wetness, and nodded with satisfaction. His manner now suggested he’d accomplished the main purpose of his visit and what followed was mere social obligation. “You’re comfortable, I trust?” he asked as offhandedly as he could.

“Indeed and I’m not, Captain,” she replied. “I am most uncomfortable at being favoured in this way. I’m here under false pretences and hardly like to ask why.”

His eye scanned the bulkhead above, as if the answer might be written there as a kind of crib. “It distressed the men to see you standing there in the cold like that.”

“Captain!” she said with weary asperity.

“And Mr Wheeler. It distressed him, too.”

He loves me! The words popped suddenly into her mind, out of nowhere. All this while she’d thought only of her own feelings about him, mocking their shallowness – for how could they be anything other than shallow on so short and remote an acquaintance? She had shunned all examination of his, fearing they might turn out to be the usual and she’d only end up with a fight on her hands. But now the truth burst in upon her with all the force of a religious revelation: He loved her!

An enormous calm suddenly descended on her. He saw it, too – or, rather, he saw that some great change had come over her; so that when she said, “I think it distressed you most of all,” he could think of no other reply than a simple “Yes.”

She smiled. It was not one of those swift smiles that comes as easily as breathing, but a slow, profound smile that speaks of ecstasies too deep for words. She held out her hands toward him; he took them between his great paws, and for a moment they stared into each other’s eyes, hardly able to believe it. He was no longer Captain; she a pauper no more; this was no ship; the storm was past or had never been. This was a moment outside that time and space in which society held sway, or the elements, or even life and death itself. Briefly they were touched with an intimation of immortality.

After that there was no need for words – which was where he at last parted company with that callow, remembered youth who had returned from the grave to lead him to this revelation. The youth would have babbled his surprise, would have overflowed with joy and promises – as once he had to Jenny Bright before she met the Goodwin Sands; the man just squeezed her hands, nodded once or twice, relinquished them unwillingly, and made again for the door.

“Frank,” she murmured as his hand touched the knob.

He turned in delighted astonishment, overwhelmed at the intimacy. “Mmm?” It was the nearest thing to a word he could think of.

“Now I do have a fever!”

He laughed – and it was that laughter which signed his momentary release. “It’s contagious,” he assured her as he went out.


HILDA STARED UNHAPPILY at Miss Kernow. The earnest young woman reminded her of someone but she could not think whom. She said, “I find the entire business extremely distasteful,” and turned her gaze to the street outside. “I cannot imagine why a supposedly loving Creator ever allowed it in the first place.”

Miss Kernow cleared her throat delicately. “The science of zoology …”

“Zoology!” Hilda exploded. “There you have it, indeed! Zoo-ology! As if we were mere creatures in a zoo! I shall have a thing or two to say on Judgement Day, I can promise you.” She squared her shoulders and returned to her visitor, gathering her shawl about her more tightly yet. “What have we to do with zoo-ology? Are we made in God’s image or that of the baboon?”

Miss Kernow dipped her head as if she were conceding the point. “But as to practical matters,” she went on, “I mean, I presume you did warn her to expect some such event?”

For a second or two Hilda made no reply; then she said, more to herself than to the teacher, “Nobody ever warned me.”

“I found her in the washroom, trying to pour cold water inside herself, you know. Very cold. It could have brought on a hæmorrhage.”

Hilda wrinkled her nose in disgust but said nothing.

“She was almost hysterical,” the younger woman continued. “I gave her an assurance that it happens to every young girl at around her age. But I withheld the glad tidings that she may expect it to continue for the next quarter-century.” She smiled wanly. “Sufficient unto the day, I thought.”

Hilda no longer appeared to be listening. “I’ve been dreading this,” she said. She rose and went back to the window, where she stared up and down the street as if some miraculous deliverance were momentarily expected. “Kathleen’s innocence is such an ornament to this household.”

“She has two older brothers, I believe?”

The question made Hilda realize who it was the young woman resembled. It was lightly put, almost inconsequential, and yet it could prick like a thorn. “Two,” she replied guardedly. “Boys no more. Young men. With all that implies! I don’t know when I last got the whole truth out of either of them.” She turned in the bay window, a hind at bay. “Men are such furtive creatures, don’t you find.”

Yes! Miss Kernow even had the same smile as Daphne Dowty – knowing, superior, condescending. “Not that they have a monopoly in evasion,” the teacher said. Her tone suggested she was offering the most abstract of philosophical comments but her smile made it quite clear that her target was more parochial. However, long experience at trying to cross swords with Daphne made Hilda wary of pitting herself against Miss Kernow, now.

It was absurd. How old was she? Twenty-two, perhaps? She’d be lucky to get a husband now. So why was she, Hilda Morgan, thirty-nine and mother of three, wife of the greatest captain in the Mercantile Marine – why was she deferring to this little chit of a thing? Deferring to? No, that was a bit strong. Entertaining the callow, bookish opinions of? That was more like it. Why was she entertaining such opinions? What could Miss Kernow know of life? Only what she’d read, or picked up in earnest, late-night discussions with others of her type – all second-hand stuff.

“Yes … well …” Miss Kernow rose, straightening the fingers of her left hand glove as if pulling an invisible ring onto each finger – exactly as Daphne did it. Hilda had a fleeting intimation that there are probably only two or three dozen human individualities, doled out at random; she rejected the thought at once, as being too uncomfortable to live with. We are what we strive to become. No matter what you were “born to be,” you could become anything you wanted, simply by striving hard enough. Except men, of course. They could only struggle so far up the ladder to perfection; the Old Adam would always drag them back a rung or two. But for a woman the possibility was vast. “Yes,” she said firmly. “Say not the struggle naught availeth!”

Miss Kernow smiled. Such a charming smile. It was a wonder some man hadn’t snapped her up; if she were a man, she’d love to kiss such a creature. Hilda frowned at the thought; it was not quite the direction she had intended her mind to go. Meanwhile Miss Kernow was saying, “At the practical, everyday level, Mrs Morgan, I’ve advised Kathleen to tie a small bandage around her ankle when ‘her friend’ is visiting, and to find some unostentatious way of letting me or one of the other teachers see it.”

Hilda nodded solemnly and rang the bell for one of the maids to show her visitor out. “I shall do all in my power to preserve her innocence, Miss Kernow,” she said firmly, knowing that the woman’s departure would now preclude any tedious discussion of the business. “Kathleen’s virtue and purity is one of the ornaments of this household, the very jewel in our crown. I shall conserve it as if it were my own life, which, indeed, it is.”

Miss Kernow was too nonplussed to make any reply to this. She bowed gravely and allowed herself to be shown out.

Hilda returned to the bay window and watched her emerge into the street. She walked a few yards and hesitated. Hilda shrank back into the dark of the room, knowing the woman was going to turn – which, indeed, she did. She stared back at the house, at the windows of the room where she had so lately sat, and shook her head before turning again and resuming her walk.

Was it pity, bewilderment, or admiration? Such an ambiguous gesture. She was so like Daphne! Or like Daphne had been at that age. A great warmth toward the young woman flooded through Hilda’s body. She wanted to befriend her, talk to her, warn her … help her to avoid becoming what Daphne had become. She had a delightful vision in which the pair of them walked arm in arm over Highbury Fields on a hot and languorous summer day, as she and Daphne had done in that amazing summer of ‘Sixty-six, when she was engaged to Francis and Daphne to Brian. The last summer of their innocence. The last truly happy period of her life, to be honest.

Now she wished she hadn’t been quite so offhand with poor little Miss Kernow. She must write her a note … how much she’d enjoyed their little chat … tea, perhaps?

Kathleen entered at that moment. Was it a look of reproach in her eye? Hilda threw her arms wide. “Oh, my poor darling! My poor dove!”

Half the girl fell eagerly into that embrace; half permitted it with some diffidence – the girl and the woman, poised in a gawky balance. “I want to go back to school,” she said.

“But you’re ill, my pet,” her mother objected.

“I’m not,” she asserted and then softened it with, “not really, you know. I felt much worse yesterday.” She gave a complicit smile. “And now I know why, of course.”

Hilda frowned. How could she know? Miss Kernow? Could that woman have had the impudence and bad taste to explain the whole business to the girl? Provisional invitations to tea were firmly withdrawn.

“Emma says it’s always worse before. She says she feels best of all when …” Kathleen felt her mother stiffen. She withdrew and looked at her in alarm. She had rarely seen such anger in her mother’s face. Quickly she sought to appease her: “She was very kind to me. Kinder even than Miss Kemow.” Praise hardly came higher; she hoped it was enough.

But her mother’s face hardened yet further. “Go to your room, please,” she said in a voice ominously quiet.

“What are you going to do to me?” the girl asked.

“Not you. You are the innocent in all this. I will not have you polluted. To your room!”

Kathleen stood her ground. “But what are you going to do? Emma? Is it something about Emma?”

“I shall not tell you again, miss.”

“But Emma was only trying to be kind.”

Her mother took one menacing step toward her and the girl fled. At the threshold she paused. The words formed in her mind: “If you punish Emma for this, I’ll never forgive you,” but the courage to say them deserted her at the last. She tried to convey the notion with a glance instead.

Five minutes later the housekeeper, Mrs Johnson, ushered – indeed thrust – an apprehensive Emma Harding into Hilda’s presence. She sat in the bay window, a prim, dark monolith of righteous indignation. She motioned for the maid to stand before her, some six feet away, and then told Mrs Johnson that would be all. The housekeeper, who could not stoop to eavesdropping in front of the other servants, fled at once to the nether regions of the house – knowing that Nancy and Maria would glue an ear to the door and an eye to the keyhole. The mistress’s moods were the weather of the house; to study their changes was as important to the servants as was the mariner’s scrutiny of the clouds and winds.

“What have you been telling my daughter?” Hilda asked severely.

“Nothing, m’m.” In the year she had been in this house Emma had never seen the mistress like this. Something warned her the moment she entered the room that, no matter what she might now say, she was for the chuck. An odd sort of calm descended on her – or was it a dread too large, too formless for her to apprehend all at once?

“Liar!” Hilda snapped.

Emma gaped at her. It was a dread too large and formless to grasp; it left her, for the moment, anæsthetized. She felt almost as if she were outside her own body, hovering somewhere, watching it all without the slightest feeling. She heard her voice say, “D’you mean about the flowers, m’m?”

“Flowers?” It was a moment or two before Hilda recalled the euphemism, which had been common in her own youth. “Yes!” she snapped.

“I only told Miss Kathleen that I always felt worse the days before, m’m, and if I did wrong in that, then I’m truly sorry and will strive to mend my ways, for there was no wickedness intended, I assure you m’m.”

Hilda sat there while the flood of practised insincerities poured over her. She felt the initiative drain away as the girl’s utter submission, combined with vague notions of fair play and the ideal of the merciful Christian mistress, all tugged at her compassion. The trouble was, she’d always had a liking for young Emma. Such a pretty girl. She’d always felt a great sympathy for pretty girls, having been one herself and knowing what a nuisance it can be and the bothersome attentions it brought. Even her own son Lawrence, dragging the poor young maid into the doorway for a kiss last Christmas …

But she was wandering again – losing the initiative. This time she must not dither. “You said more than that, I believe,” she snapped.

Francis would be proud to hear her. He often said she lacked that extra bit of steel in her backbone. Talking of which, the steel in her corsets … she shook the distraction angrily away and prompted the maid: “Well?”

Emma frowned. She was now quite certain she was going to be dismissed; the only negotiable item was her character. Surely Mrs Morgan wouldn’t let her go without a character? “I truly can’t remember saying more than what I just told you I done, m’m,” she declared.

“Not that … that …” Hilda began an angry search for suitable euphemisms. “… that the arrival of ‘your friend’ was the happiest omen?”

“Omen?”

“Sign. Event. Occurrence. Did you not tell her it made you very happy?”

“No, m’m. Honest. I may have said it was a relief, but …”

“Relief! Relief! Will you hark at the baggage! How dare you put such notions into the head of that innocent and pure young dove? Relief, indeed!”

Aghast, Emma now saw where her inept choice of words had led her. “But I never meant relief like that, m’m. Honest. I only meant relief from the discomfort and that, you know – the days before, like what I said was – you know …” She lost her way in a many-branching delta of confusions.

“Well I’m sorry, Harding, but I simply don’t believe you. Wouldn’t it just tickle your degraded sense of humour to put such wicked thoughts, all in the guise of …”

“Degraded?” Emma asked. The first hint of anger crept into her tone.

“Don’t you dare interrupt me!” Hilda barked. “Do you dare question me?”

“Did you call me degraded?” Emma asked, now bold enough to square up to her formidable challenger.

“I said you have a degraded sense of humour,” Hilda explained. Why did it now sound like a softening of the opinion? “Yes!” she snapped. “If you want it unadorned, I believe that anyone who tells an innocent young girl that ‘flowers’ spells relief is degraded. Anyway, I’m not here to bandy words with such a creature. I simply wish you to be out of this house by this evening.”

The expected sentence was nonetheless a shock. Emma could only stand and stare.

“Surely you’re not surprised?” Hilda pressed home her advantage.

It was a moment when anything could happen. Emma knew that if she went down on her knees, flung her arms about her mistress, sank her head in her lap, sobbed, begged to keep her place … she knew Hilda Morgan well enough to be quite sure she’d capitulate. There’d be a tearful scene … hugs … she might even get a kiss on the brow; and a week later it would all be forgotten. She was a strange one, all right. Always trying to stir up feelings, touching you, giving your arm a reassuring squeeze over nothing. And you knew she couldn’t help it; that’s the way she was. Even now, with this terrible sentence just pronounced – a sentence to poverty and a genuine degradation if no character were forthcoming – even now, she could not find it in herself to hate the woman. Pity, yes. But how could you hate someone so trapped by her own feelings?

A mischievous imp urged her to do it. “Go on, gel!” it said. “You wouldn’t feel a thing. It’s the only power you’ve got over her – twist her heart! She’d be putty in your hands.”

But the horror of becoming the sort of person who could obey such impulses restrained her. And behind it lay an even vaguer dread: that, though she might very easily bend Hilda Morgan to her will, there would, nonetheless, be some nameless emotional debt to discharge at some indeterminate point in the future. In the end the intimation of that formless but powerful obligation stopped her ears to all impish suggestions. “And my character, m’m?” she asked as meekly as she could.

“Character?” Hilda asked incredulously. “You may whistle for it!” Why had the girl’s response left her so bitter and angry? What else had she expected? She was now, quite possibly, ruining the maid’s life. No! She dismissed the thought out of hand. The wretched creature had brought it on herself. Never overlook that. She had brought it on herself.

Emma licked her lips. “And I’m due the month’s wages, m’m.”

“You may whistle for that, too.”

The bonds of humility snapped. Emma stood up straight. “That’s not fair!”

Hilda rose hastily, bringing herself to the same height as the maid. “As I said, I’m not going to bandy words. I want you gone by this evening.”

“Gone? Where? Where shall I go? You know I can’t go anywhere without money and a character.”

Hilda brushed past her. “By this evening,” she repeated.

Nancy and Maria just made it to the safety of the master’s dressing room; they stared at each other in wide-eyed bewilderment and fanned their faces with spread-eagled hands.

Hilda went out onto the landing, leaving the door ajar behind her. She grasped the banister rail and stared down into the empty hall, which the long-case clock filled with its deep, imperturbable tick, tock, tick, tock … Such a comforting resonance it had; it had counted out the seconds in just those tones for as long as she could remember – for it had followed her here from her childhood home.

All those seconds! And you couldn’t call even one of them back – what was the poem?

Never mind – Francis would be proud of her.

Why did she not feel better for knowing that?

Behind her, Emma simply stood and stared at that imperturbable back. She had just discovered how you could, after all, hate someone who was such a victim of her own feelings. “Right then,” she said to herself. “You started it!”


AS THE STORM TRACKED east the winds moved around to the north, settling finally into a great, howling monster on the starboard beam, now scant, now leading. Though Pegasus must be drawing ever-nearer its edge, there was no slackening in its fury. The glass, which had remained steady but low for the past thirty-six hours, while the eye of the storm had counter-moved more or less parallel to their course, now began relentlessly to fall. By the evening of that Tuesday, the second of their voyage, it stood as low as Morgan had ever seen it in thirty years at sea.

“Either she’s turned north-east and is coming to get us or she’s deepening,” he said to Wheeler.

“… and still coming to get us,” the First Officer added grimly. “I’ve never sailed faster with so little canvas. At this rate, we’ll take the bare-mast riband for east-to-west.”

Morgan grunted and returned to the chart. “I wish we could place more reliance on that log. We know how far west we’ve gone” – he drew an invisible circle on the Atlantic chart with the dividers, which were still set to his previous calculations – “but how far south, eh?”

The pair of them stared at the long New England shoreline, where the answer to that question could mean the difference between foundering today, running aground tomorrow, or missing the land by a whisker or a hundred miles and having to turn round and sail north again when the storm blew itself out. Neither said a word – or needed to.

At that moment an almighty wave caught them on the starboard quarter and hurled them half a mile, or so it seemed, toward the American shore before plucking them back again and dropping them into what felt like the very deeps of the mælstrom. The storm caught the crest of water as it rose over the decks and turned it to a kind of white shot – pellets of freezing ocean that bombarded the watch and stung like hornets even through oilcloth.

Both officers were thrown in a heap against the far wall of the chartroom, with a ferocity that finally made up Morgan’s mind. “We must wear ship, Mr Wheeler,” he commanded. “Set mizzen and mizzen-staysail and shiver the fore-trysail.”

The First Officer hesitated the barest moment, as the unfamiliar manoeuvre quickly shaped itself in his mind. He frowned.

Morgan, who would normally have barked the order again at anyone who dared so much as hesitate, merely nodded and said, “I know. But I daren’t face her arse into this sea.”

“We’ve both watches on deck at the moment, sir. Shall I stand the port watch by to set head yards and fore-topsail?”

Morgan nodded, gave a severe little smile, and said, “Good man yourself.”

“Aye aye, Cap’n!” He went out on deck to relay the order. Morgan followed in moments.

Grim though the situation was, Wheeler had time to reflect that his Captain’s final words were more Irish than English, certainly not the sort of phrase one expected to hear from his lips – not before this voyage, anyway, he added to himself with a smile.

It was his last smile for a considerable time. The process of wearing ship – that is, of bringing her about until the wind is on the opposite side from wherever it was before – is, if not the trickiest, certainly the busiest of all nautical movements, even in a moderate breeze. In a storm, or great storm, it is not for the faint of heart to attempt. But at least on Pegasus every man could stay down on deck and pull with all his muscle instead of wasting his strength shinning up the ratlines into the yards and clinging on for dear life.

For the first few minutes all went well. The quartermaster put the helm hard down, and she slewed gratifyingly to port – with considerable assistance from the mizzen behind him. But as she got up into the wind, or “in irons,” as the saying so accurately has it, she was taken aback and began to move as fast downwind to stem as she had previously, when running before it. Nothing, it seemed then, would make her come about that last few degrees, bringing the weather onto her port bow, where she would head into the waves and ride them out better.

Morgan then gave the order he had never thought to hear issue from his own lips – certainly not in such weather as this: “Counterbrace the fore-topsail. Set and close-reef the main-top!”

Not a man hesitated, though all were sure it was the last desperate throw in a life-or-death gamble with the laws of seamanship, a gamble that had already failed. Pegasus yawed and shuddered as the wind found its two new playthings. The masts groaned and shrieked while a merciless pressure built up. A great trembling seemed to possess the ship and to pass out into the storm-blackened waters all about her.

“She won’t hold, Cap’n!” The quartermaster struggled with all his might against the wheel.

The two officers tore their eyes from the canvas and sprang to help him. In the lurid, fitful light of the dying day they were like three creatures from the pit, devils with devilish faces and a strength born of devilish desperation.

At least they held her. If she wouldn’t wear right round and come up on the starboard tack, at least she held her direction, head-up to the wind. How many miles leeway they sacrificed in the achievement was anybody’s guess, but with the three-quarters of the Atlantic astern, that was hardly a present worry.

“Brace by the main-top,” was Morgan’s next command, and even he could hardly believe he was giving it, for it really was the last desperate gamble of the day, equivalent to saying, “If her head won’t wear, tip her to starboard and see how she likes it!”

Incredibly, she liked it!

Before she’d developed even half a list to starboard she was back again, responding to the helm and coming up nicely on the starboard tack – except that her yards were now set at about the worst possible angle to the wind.

“Starboard your helm,” Morgan cried and, leaving Wheeler and the quartermaster to manage as best they could, he ran to the rail and yelled, “Brace up all yards. Take in all fore-and-aft canvas.”

“The cheek of the devil,” they called it later when each nerve-rending second of that extraordinary act of seamanship was recounted in shanty and story in dockside taverns around the world. But it worked – as the singers and yarn-spinners were there to witness. Pegasus settled down to stay on the starboard tack until dawn, with the wind foul to port and the sea dead against her. Maybe she’d lose more leeway; maybe she’d do no more than hold her station; maybe the wind would now take hold of her and sweep her inexorably into the storm’s eye.

The dawn would tell.

But as she settled to her new course and the keel righted and the canvas filled, a great, spontaneous cheer went up from all hands. Old Morgan had done it again. He had tossed his contempt into the teeth of the gale … and the gale had yielded to its master. They’d sail to hell and back with him now.


THE RUN FROM TILBURY to Hamburg was considered a bit of a “bus-driver’s job” among seafaring men. To be sure, they treated the German Ocean itself with the respect its mercurial moods and past ferocity demanded, but the business at either end – running up the Thames or the Elbe, berthing, discharging, and taking on new cargo – all this had to be managed with the proficiency of a bus setting down and taking up its passengers. The Horsa, registered at Lloyd’s for 1,800 tons, was a typical case in point.

After no more than twelve hours in Tilbury, during which she discharged a cargo of small German steam engines and dried fish and took on a load of seasoned tropical timber and Kentish hops, she cast off and made half-steam ahead down the Thames on the thirty-hour crossing to Germany. Her hatches were still open, the derricks still deployed – and Lawrence Morgan was still on board, checking the mate’s receipts and signing the bills of lading “for and on behalf of the captain.”

“Late again, Mr Morgan,” the mate said, sucking a tooth disparagingly and shaking his head as the vessel began to heave and roll beneath them.

Lawrence, who did it all on purpose, of course, merely smiled as he signed his last flourish. Then, gathering up the manifests, papers, and money in his battered old black bag, he ran up on deck, crying over his shoulder, “My mother always said there’d be days like this!”

A loud huzzah went up from the crew, who were just starting to timber the hatches. “This way, if you please, Mister Morgan, sir!” The bosun swept off his cap and gave an ironic bow, ushering Lawrence to the side, where the rope ladder still dangled precariously.

With all the agility of a reckless youth of eighteen (or, as he would say, “nineteen, jolly nearly!”), he bit on the handle of the bag, letting it swing between the ladder and his chest, and went down two ratlines at a time to the waterman’s rickety little boat, which was trailing by a single rope. A moment later they were both rowing like demons to get out of the Horsa’s wash. It was a well-practised routine by now.
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