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Chapter
One

Not until the third morning out of
Boston did Hannah Whittier discover that she cared whether she
lived or died. The brig Molly Claridge wasn’t pitching any
less, but as she lay in her berth with her hands folded across her
chest, she realized that her stomach was no longer ricocheting
about from her big toe to her shoulder and back again. It stayed
right in the center of her body, where it belonged, and when she
pressed the flat of her hand against her middle, it growled
back.

“Thank goodness for that,” she said
to the ceiling. Or was it the deck above? Her brothers would tease
her if they knew she could not remember nautical nomenclature. Her
first attempt at dining two nights before had been a disaster of
shocking proportions. But how was she to know that the jelly would
quiver so, in time with the motion of the ship? That, combined with
the greasy smell of pork roast, borne in by the ship’s cook and set
before her with a flourish, was sufficient to send her stumbling
down the companionway and out onto the deck, where she knelt and
retched until the bile ran.

There were no more attempts at
table. For two days, she wrestled with her stomach in the peace of
her tiny stateroom, determined to die without an audience, and most
especially not those sailors who had winked at each other as they
swabbed up her stomach’s complaints from the deck. There was no
cause for more humiliation. She would die and let it go at that.
The ship’s sailmaker could sew her into a canvas bag, and then drop
her over the railing, where she would drift slowly down and commune
with the fishes.

She smiled about it, now that her
stomach was settled, and snuggled with a sigh into her berth, which
rocked gently from side to side with the motion of the Molly
Claridge. Papa had warned her about the motion. “For all that
thee is well acquainted with little skiffs, Hannah, thee will be on
the ocean, and that is a different matter,” he had warned in a
series of last-minute admonitions before the Molly put to
sea.

Hannah had laughed at him then. “I
can only be grateful that thee is not here,” she said out loud, and
then gave the matter further reflection. No one needed to know how
disgraceful had been her conduct, not unless she chose to tell
them. Hannah flopped comfortably onto her side and doubled the
pillow under her head. It was rather like the first day of dame
school, when she was six, and her brothers had already graduated to
the celestial exaltation of the Lattimer Street School. No one was
there to tattle on her. If she chose not to tell Mama the events of
the day, Mama had no way of knowing; or Papa, either. “I will let
thee think I am a proper sailor,” she said, “and Hosea, too, when
he greets me in Charleston.”

She thought of Hosea, stiff and
serious with responsibility when she last saw him on the dock at
Nantucket. That was four years ago, when
he was newly minted from Harvard, and embarking on the creation of
another branch of Whittier Mercantile in Charleston. Mama and Papa
had attended his wedding in that far-off city, and returned with
tales of the new Mistress Mercy Whittier. “For all that she is a
Friend, as we are,” Mama had told her,
“don’t those Charleston Quakers have a flair!”

“Flair. That is what I need,”
Hannah declared. She leaped out of the berth, bracing herself as
the ship rolled, and moved carefully to the little shaving mirror
tacked to the wall, no, bulkhead, by the porthole. She peeked in,
wondering what the ravages of seasickness had done to her
bloom.

“Oh, dear,” she whispered, and
crept back into the berth. The bloom was quite gone. Her chestnut
hair was still much too curly for a Quaker miss, and her brown eyes
just as big, but that sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of
her nose that she so detested looked quite green, when contrasted
with the paleness of her face. “So much for flair,” she moaned, and
threw the covers over her head.

With the optimism of seventeen, her
depression lasted only until she grew too warm under the blanket.
She flopped it back, and reflected that a heavy meal and a turn
about the deck would put her back in proper trim. “But thee still
will not have flair, Hannah Whittier,” she said. “That is not a
birthright of New England Friends.”

She thought again of Hosea’s wife,
now approaching the final month of her confinement. Hosea had
summoned his little sister south to help out when the baby came.
“For I know that Hannah will do all things proper, and provide
Mistress Whittier with needed succor,” he had written. Hosea is so
formal these days, she thought, remembering the letter. It must
come from writing in ledgers too much. She thought then of Mama’s
lecture on where babies came from, and was reassured that Hosea
surely must have heard it, too. What a relief to know that he was
not proper all the time.

She remembered the lengthy
postscript to his letter, suggesting to Papa that his only daughter
could likely contract an advantageous alliance of her own amongst
the Friends of Charleston. He even mentioned the earnest Makepeace
Thacker, who owned the town’s largest sailmaking establishment, a
“man of certain consequence in these parts,” as Hosea had written.
“He is a widower of some five years, and just the man to provide
Hannah with that steadiness thee wishes for as a good match for thy
daughter.”

“Bother it,” Hannah said
succinctly, remembering her disappointment when Mama showed her the
postscript. Of all the qualities in a husband that she and her
friends had giggled about when Mama thought they were sewing
samplers or reading improving works, steadiness was not high on the
list. “I think it makes Mr. Thacker sound rather like a mule or a
family retainer,” Charity Wilkins had sniffed. Of course, Charity
was engaged to Counsel Winnings, who probably never had a wild
thought beyond whether to have white bread or brown with his
mutton.

Perhaps Hosea would introduce her
to someone more dashing than the redoubtable Makepeace Thacker, she
thought, and then rejected the idea. Older brothers could be almost
more prickly about such matters than fathers. No, depend upon Hosea
to make her acquaintance with every boring, careful, parsimonious,
devout, unentangled Friend in Charleston.

She gathered herself into a tighter
ball, wondering what it was she wanted. I am seventeen, she
thought, and should have settled on a husband by this time. She
listened to the water whispering against the hull of the brig,
lulled by the sound of it, but far from content. If I expect a
husband to drop onto the deck who meets all my requirements, I have
windmills in my head, she thought. But what is it I want?

She sat up suddenly and looked
about for her journal. She found it on the deck near the door,
where the brig’s motion must have flung it. Hannah retrieved it and
got back into her berth, sitting crosslegged. She turned to her
last entry, the one written as seasickness descended. “Oh death,
where is thy sting?” she read out loud. “Silly me.”

She shook her head over her own
folly, and tore out a blank page from the journal. The stub of a
pencil was still jammed in the binding. She removed it and held it
poised over the paper. “What I wish in a husband,” she wrote at the
top, and then paused to consider, thinking of all those whispered
conversations with her friends, all the giggling and the
blushes.

He should be handsome, she thought,
and wrote that at the top. If he had blond hair and brown eyes like
Adam Winslow, I would not mind, and if his shoulders were broad,
that would be sufficient. I do not want him to be too tall. I am
short, and I dislike skipping to keep up with people. It is not
dignified, and Mama says it is high time I thought about
dignity.

She added that to her list, and
then paused again. He must be patient and slow to anger, like Papa.
Her eyes misted over as she remembered when she was five, and Papa,
to the scandal of the neighbors, taught her to swim. “I care not
what others think,” he told Mama when she objected. “I will not
have my daughter at the mercy of the water.” Yes, any husband of
hers must be a patient teacher, and not liable to shout over
inconsequentials. It went onto her list, with one underline.

He should be kind, she thought,
dabbing the end of the pencil with her tongue, and writing the
word. I must always know where I stand with my husband, and I must
never have cause to fear him.

She drew her knees up and rested
her chin on them. He should like children, because we will probably
have plenty of them about. There would be daughters to train in all
the domestic arts, which Mama had so laboriously drilled into her,
and sons to follow his profession.

Hannah frowned, looking down at the
page. He must have a respectable profession, if our sons are to
follow after him. “There will be no whaling captains, or seafaring
men of any kind,” she murmured. Nantucket was full of children who
saw their fathers only every four years or so, when a ship
returned, full to the bumpers with sperm oil gleaned in faraway
whaling grounds. Her older brother Matthew was a whaler, and Hannah
knew the agonies of shyness his children suffered as they became
reacquainted with a father they scarcely knew. She thought about
the redoubtable Makepeace Thacker, and his Charleston sailmaking
establishment. Perhaps Hosea was right, she admitted to herself. I
insist that my husband stay on land, even if he makes sail, or
rope.

“Devout,” she wrote next, feeling a
little guilty that it was so far down on her list. She reminded
herself that Mama never needed to know about the list anyway. She
considered the matter, and then moved it up a notch. My husband
must take his worship seriously, like Papa and my brothers. And no
swearing, she wrote, underlining it twice.

What was left? She read over her
list. He must love me excruciatingly, she thought, but she did not
write it down. Hannah flopped onto her stomach, the list still in
front of her. Mama never spoke to her of love, but she saw how
Mama’s eyes lighted up when Papa came home every night, or most
especially when he returned from a buying trip to Boston. Hannah
smiled to herself. Mama and Papa would always find an excuse to go
upstairs early after those Boston trips. Yes, he must love me and
none other.

But it was more than that, she
realized as she rested her head on her arms and closed her eyes. He must put my welfare before
his. I must be the most important thing in his life. She opened her
eyes and added, “My welfare first.” Written on the page, it looked
so selfish that she added, “And I will esteem him equally.”

She stared at the list and could
think of nothing more to add. I am seventeen, she thought. By a
year from now, I will probably be married. She folded the list and
placed it back in the journal. And I will be a long time married,
so I had better take a careful look about me.

But now her stomach was beginning
to growl again. Surely it was near noon. For the longest time she
had been smelling salt pork and beans
cooking somewhere on the Molly. Perhaps if she dressed, she
would be in time for a meal. She would eat whatever was put before
her, and spend the afternoon on deck, watching the waves and
looking for dolphins.

She dressed quickly, her mouth
watering at the thought of food after days of self-imposed exile
from a dining table. Her hair took longer to brush than usual,
knotted this way and that as it was from several days of tossing
about in misery. This is surely to teach me patience, she thought,
as she worked the brush through her curly hair. “This is not Quaker
hair,” she announced to the little shaving mirror after a quarter
hour’s effort. She pulled it back and tied it at the nape of her
neck—grateful that Mama was not there to
bully her into braiding it—and
twined it up on her head.

She also reconsidered her bonnet,
and left it on the berth. There would be time enough, and to spare,
to be proper in Charleston. Besides that, the sun looked so
inviting, dancing like diamonds on the tops of the waves as the
Molly cut a shimmering froth. She wanted to feel the breeze
on her face, unhampered by a bonnet.

Hannah picked her way carefully
along the narrow companionway, moving slowly to retain her balance,
and already marveling at the sound of sailors moving quickly on the
deck above. How long did it take to be so surefooted, she wondered,
as she concentrated on keeping upright.

The ocean breeze snatched at her
hair immediately, and whirled her curls about her face. She turned
to face the sun, and took a deep breath, celebrating her release
from the murky soup that passed for air below deck. She looked up
at the sails bulging with the wind, squinting against the
brightness of sail and the deep blue of the sky.

“Thee is among the land of the
living, eh?”

She turned around and curtsied to
Captain Aaron Winslow. “Oh, yes, sir,” she replied, dimpling up
nicely. “And I do apologize for my indiscretion at table two days
ago.” She leaned forward with the familiarity of one addressing an
adult friend since childhood. “And don’t tell Papa.”

Captain Winslow laughed and led her
to the railing, where he rested his elbows, and gazed out at the
water. “Now, now, Hannah. Thee knows I cannot tell a lie.” He
grinned at her. “But what David Whittier doesn’t know will not hurt
him.”

She smiled her gratitude at Captain
Winslow, father of her dearest Nantucket friend, and looked at the
water. “Where are we now?” she asked. “Are we close to
Charleston?”

“We’re getting there,” he said, and
turned back to squint up at the mainsails and bark an order to his
first mate, who shouted something that sent two seamen into the
riggings. “We’re close to Chesapeake Bay. I’ll feel better when
we’re around the Outer Banks.”

“Pirates, Captain Winslow?” Hannah
teased.

“Very like, Hannah,” he replied,
his voice serious. “If the Molly doesn’t mind her manners,
she could be overtaken by a British man-o’-war, and I could find
half my crew impressed.” He looked down into her eyes, and chucked
her under the chin. “And then I would be so shorthanded I would
have to send thee into the riggings to help us to Charleston!”

“I think that is perfectly beastly
of the British,” she said indignantly.

He nodded. “Aye, lass. Someone
forgot to tell them that we won the War for Independence. I lost
two able-bodied seamen to the British on my last coasting
voyage.”

He was silent then, gazing across
the water. He looked back at her after a moment, and noticed the
frown on her own face. “But never thee mind, Hannah Whittier! I do
not mean to frighten thee. Two days more, and thee will be greeting
thy brother Hosea.” He tugged at her curls. “And wearing thy bonnet
again?”

She blushed. “The sun tempted me,
Captain Winslow. Don’t ....”

“... tell Papa!” he finished and
they laughed together.

The noon meal, eaten below deck in
the officers’ mess, stayed safely in her stomach where it belonged.
The pork was too salty for her complete satisfaction, but Captain
Winslow assured her that at least the biscuit was not weevily
yet.

“I could tell thee of voyages where
the weevils turned our biscuit to powder,” he said, and then raised
his quart mug of tea to his lips.

Hannah began some reply, what, she
couldn’t remember, even seconds later. As she sat there with her
mouth open to speak, the bosun’s whistle, urgent and shrill,
sounded down the companionway. Captain Winslow slammed his mug of
tea to the table and half rose to his feet as a cannon roared.

Her heart in her mouth, Hannah
leaped to her feet. Already at the door, Captain Winslow turned
back to her, even as he motioned to his first mate to follow. “Stay
here, Hannah!” he ordered as he pounded along the companionway, the
mate at his heels.

Hannah ran to the porthole and
looked out. She could see nothing but ocean, beautiful and blue
green. The Molly continued as before, serenely cutting
through the water. Hannah looked down, expecting to find seawater
rushing in from a hole below the waterline. There was nothing. And
then she heard men running onto the deck.

Bother this, she thought to
herself. She hurried into the companionway and climbed the ladder
that led to the deck. She crouched there, not quite on deck, then
sucked in her breath and covered her ears with her hands as a
cannon roared again.

“Don’t think for a minute that I
will not board you, you ignorant Yankee.”

The voice came from far away,
shouted across the water as if through a speaking device. All was
silent on deck, and then she heard Captain Winslow’s voice,
sounding weary beyond his years and with an urgency that she could
not mistake. “Back the sails, lads, smartly now.”

She ventured further onto the deck
and seated herself on the grating of the cargo hatch, her eyes wide
with wonder at the sight before her.

A ship bore down on the Molly
Claridge, a ship with gunports open and cannon pointed at the
little brig that was backing to a stop, the sails luffing overhead.
As she watched, sailors on the other deck reloaded the deck gun, a
carronade pointed directly at the brig. The acrid smell of powder
sent a shiver down her back, as a man on the opposite quarterdeck
raised his speaking trumpet again, this time directed at his own
crew.

“Prepare to board! Ready with the
grapples!”

Captain Winslow turned away in
disgust, unable to bear the sight, as the sailors on the other
vessel swung out with their grappling hooks and dug them into the
Molly’s railing. Hannah tried to make herself small on the
grating, but the captain did not order her below. Instead, he came
across the deck and sat down beside her.

“Thee does not need to fear,” he
said to her in a low voice as he watched the ships swing together,
and then motioned his own crew down from the riggings. “Think of
this as something to tell thy brother when we pull into
Charleston,”

“What is happening?” she asked.

“My dear, thee is about to see His
Majesty’s Royal Navy impress my crew.”

 




Chapter
Two

Captain Winslow gave her shoulder a
reassuring pat, then stood up and straightened his coat as the
captain of the other vessel leaped gracefully onto the deck of the
Molly Claridge, followed by other sailors and a lieutenant
of Marines. She watched in dumbfounded amazement as other Marines
in red coats climbed into the riggings of their own vessel and
trained their muskets down onto the deck of the Molly, which
bobbed below them in the water.

The captain strode across the deck,
nodded to her, and stood in front of Captain Winslow.

“Captain, I am Captain Sir Daniel
Spark and this is His Majesty’s frigate Dissuade. I am
requiring and requesting that you turn over to me all deserters
from His Majesty’s Royal Navy.”

“I have none on board,” Winslow
growled.

“I think you do,” Captain Spark
replied, biting off each word as though born to command. “I demand
that you summon your crew and have them show me their papers.” When
Winslow said nothing, he looked over his shoulder at the carronade,
which was now reloaded and pointed at point-blank range. “Well now,
sir?”

Wearily, Winslow motioned to his
men who stood about the deck, talking among themselves in guarded
tones, and then glanced up at the Marines in the Dissuade’s
shrouds. “Line up and show them your papers, lads.”

“Good of you to be so obliging,”
said the captain.

With a growing sense of
stupefaction that someone without a by-your-leave could so coolly
commandeer a ship of another country, Hannah sat with her hands
balled into tight fists and observed this intruder to the
Molly.

He was tall, impeccably dressed in
the white pants, white vest, and blue coat of the Royal Navy, and
rendered even more imposing by the high fore-and-aft hat he wore. I
wonder how he keeps those trousers so white, she thought,
fascinated in spite of herself. Gold epaulets fringed both
shoulders, proclaiming him a full captain. His face was
mahogany-colored from constant exposure to the sun, with weather
wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. He was thinlipped and grim,
with a straight nose. From his buckled shoes to his hairline, he
was well built, but without an ounce of fat anywhere that she could
see. In any other setting, she would have thought him a magnificent
specimen.

“Dear me,” Hannah whispered under
her breath, making herself smaller on the grating where she
sat.

She thought she spoke softly, but
he turned toward her, raising one eyebrow in a scrutiny that lasted
only a brief moment, but which seemed to go on and on. His eyes
were the cool blue of ice rimming a deep winter pond, and stood out
distinctly in contrast to his tanned face.

He cleared his throat. “If there is
something about me you see that does not meet your scrutiny, please
let me know.” His words were crisp and lively with command.

Hannah blushed and looked away from
him, raising her chin proudly and gazing out beyond the rigging to
the port bow. There was a long pause, as though he waited for an
answer. Reluctantly, she looked back at him.

“Well!” he asked her, one eyebrow
raised.

“I think thee is a perfect beast,”
she replied as distinctly.

“Oh, does thee?” he replied, his
voice heavy with mockery. To her further dismay, the lieutenant of
Marines standing beside him laughed out loud.

One glance from the captain’s
disconcerting blue eyes ended that outburst and turned it into a
cough. The captain directed his gaze next at Aaron Winslow, who
stood beside his men lined on the deck.

“Sir, Lieutenant Ream here will
examine your crew’s papers. If anything is out of order, he will
seize that party and return him to the Royal Navy, where he belongs.”

Winslow made no reply. The Marine
made his way down the line of seamen while Captain Spark stood
ramrod straight, eyes ahead, taking no notice of Winslow. The
Marine read each paper carefully, then stopped before the sailing
master. When the man did not hand over his paper, he tapped his
chest. “You there,” he barked.

The sailing master stepped forward,
forcing the Marine to back up. He turned smartly and faced Captain
Spark. “Elijah Cogburn, late of the Temeraire.”

Captain Spark allowed himself a
tiny smile. He strode to the sailing master. “I thought I
recognized you, Cogburn,” he said, his voice mild, but with that
hint of sarcasm that Hannah was already beginning to loathe. “We
thought you jumped ship.”

“I found a better berth, sir,”
Cogburn replied, eyes straight ahead. “And a better country.”

Captain Spark came closer, until
Cogburn was forced to take a step backward. “May I remind
you—all of you—once an Englishman, always an Englishman!”

The sailing master made no reply.
At a small gesture from the captain, two sailors sprang forward and
hustled Cogburn to the ship’s railing. He looked back at Winslow,
the bare pleading evident on his face. “Captain Winslow! Can you do
nothing?”

Her heart wrung out, Hannah
scrubbed savagely at the tears in her eyes. She knew she should not
say anything, but something deep within her compelled her upright.
In a moment she was standing beside Captain Spark, who regarded her
with faint amusement. She looked up and up to his face, and nearly
lost her courage, staring into those unsettling eyes.

“What gives thee the right to do
this thing?” she raged, amazed at her own temerity, even as she
spoke.

“The right of the Royal Navy, and I
might add, a man who has guns and muskets trained on this deck,” he
replied coolly. He glanced at Captain Winslow. “I suggest you
retire this little termagant below deck or I might be tempted to
use her for chum and troll for sharks!”

Hannah gasped. “Thee is
despicable!”

“I certainly am,” he roared back.
“Now sit back on your grating before I paddle you!”

She did as he ordered, not doubting
for a moment that he would have turned her over his knee. Tears
came to her eyes once more as the Marines in the shrouds and the
sailors on the opposite deck laughed. She sat as tall as she could,
while tears of rage and humiliation streamed down her cheeks.

After a moment, the Marine
lieutenant continued his perusal of citizenship papers. He pulled
out an Irishman and two Canadians, then saluted to Captain Spark.
“That’s it, sir,” he said, showing him the papers.

Spark read them quickly and nodded.
He looked back at another officer still on the deck of the
Dissuade. “Mr. Lansing, have we need of any others?”

“Two more, sir,” Lansing hollered
back.

His hands clasped behind his back,
the captain walked up and down in front of the remaining Americans.
He stopped in front of one sailor, Nantucket born and bred, and
nodded to his lieutenant. The Marine grabbed the man and dragged
him to the railing as he protested and tried to dig with his bare
feet into the deck.

“By God,” muttered Captain Winslow,
his face white.

Captain Spark continued his stroll
of the neck, stopping at last before Winslow’s own son. “This one,”
he said to his lieutenant.

Captain Winslow leaped forward,
shouting, as the young man cried out. “By God, sir, that is my own
son! And this his first voyage! Has thee no heart?”

“None whatsoever, Captain Winslow.
Take him aboard,” the captain snapped. “Terms of enlistment are up
when this ship docks in Portsmouth, and not one moment before.” He
tipped his hat to Captain Winslow, who was held back in the iron
grip of his bosun.

The impressed seamen were quickly
bundled over the side and hauled up onto the other deck. Captain
Winslow dropped to his knees and wept, his head in his hands. It
was more than Hannah could bear. She jumped up again and ran to the
British captain, who waited to reboard his vessel. She grabbed his
arms and tried to pull him around.

“Thee cannot do this! Have we no
rights?” She tugged his arm, but he was anchored fast to the deck
and would not budge.

“You have no rights,” he said
quietly. “None whatsoever. You belong to an impertinent nation that
will soon be a failed experiment. Let go of my arm.”

She did as he said and wiped her
streaming eyes with her sleeve. “I wish thee to hell, sir,” she
said, her voice as quiet as his and more fierce.

“Well I won’t go, Miss Spitfire,”
he replied.

To her utter amazement, he grabbed
her by the mass of hair on the back of her neck, hauled her close,
picked her up, and kissed her. Her feet dangled off the deck and
she grabbed onto him to take the pain off her hair, while he kissed
her once, and then again more thoroughly. She clung to him, her
head on fire, and tried to speak, even as he kissed her a third
time, completely in command of the situation. Wild-eyed with fury,
she stared at him, noting even in her rage how improbably long his
eyelashes were. His eyes were closed, and he seemed to be enjoying
himself immensely.

And then it was over. He set her
back on the deck and released her hair. “I haven’t had that
pleasure in two years,” he said softly. He stepped aside quickly in
case she should strike out. “May I add that you needn’t improve
upon a fine thing?”

He sprang to the railing, his
arm draped gracefully in the rigging to
maintain his balance, and then leaped across the space between the
ships as his men laughed and cheered.

“Release the grappling hooks,” he
ordered, and then looked at his first mate, who wiped tears of
laughter from his eyes. “Wear the ship, Mr. Lansing, lively
now.”

As she watched in total humiliation
and stunning fury, the sailors on the opposite ship grinned at her
and released the grapples from the Molly’s mutilated
railing. The vessels moved apart quickly. Captain Winslow joined
her at the railing and put his arm tight about her shoulder. He was
shaking, and his face was as gray as a Nantucket winter sky. “Oh,
lass,” was all he could manage as the ships swung apart and the
Marines climbed down from the riggings.

But there was Captain Spark on his
quarterdeck again, a speaking trumpet to his mouth. “A word,
Captain Winslow.”

In pointed disgust, Winslow turned
his broad back on the British officer.

“I advise you to douse your running
lights tonight,” called Captain Sir Daniel Spark. “The French are
out and seem not to be asking questions before they open fire.”

Winslow said nothing. At a word
from his bosun, the remaining sailors fell to the ropes to continue
their course toward Charleston.

“It’s good advice,” Spark called
out, his voice much farther away now. “Good day, Miss Quaker. I
hope we meet again.”

“Impertinent bastard Englishman,”
Winslow said, his voice drained of all emotion. He hugged Hannah
close. “What am I ever going to tell my wife? She did not want Adam
to go on this voyage.”

Dinner that night was eaten in
silence. Winslow toyed with his mutton and biscuit, then set his
fork down, defeated. He bowed his head over his plate in silence
until Hannah touched his arm. With an
effort he looked at her, and pushed the plate away. “We’ll be in
Charleston tomorrow night, Hannah,” he said, speaking for the first
time, his eyes staring down again. “And then I do not know what to
do.”

“Captain, surely Adam will be all
right, once that abominable ship docks in England,” Hannah
said.

“If he gets there alive. Thee does
not know what happens on a British warship. I do not suppose there
is a harder service anywhere.”

The other ship’s officers at the
table nodded in agreement. “Why do ye think so many jump ship?”
asked one of them of no one in particular. “Adam’s a tender lad,
and those jailbirds on the gun deck are a rough lot.”

Hannah shook her head and put her
finger to her lips, and the man was silent. The captain finally
raised his eyes to the others. He rose as the bosun on deck
whistled for the night watch.

“Are you going to douse the running
lights like that wretched captain said?” one of them asked.

“No,” was Captain Winslow’s brief
reply. He trudged from the cabin, and in another moment, they heard
his footsteps on the deck above.

The other officers ate quickly
then, talking among themselves, but always coming back to Adam and
the other American crew member, captive now on a British vessel
bound for England. When Hannah could stomach no more of their
whispered conversation, she left the table and retreated to her own
quarters. The bed looked better to her than it had in three days,
even with the covers still rumpled from her tardy rising. She
wanted to crawl into the berth and pull the blanket over her head,
and not emerge until they docked in Charleston and Hosea opened his
arms to her.

Her own eyes dull, her heart sick,
she removed her clothes and just left them in a pile on the deck.
Too tired to look for her nightgown, she crawled into the berth in
her chemise. Her head still ached where Captain Spark had grabbed
her hair and pulled so tight. She massaged the spot, and then
touched her lips, which felt bruised and swollen from their
encounter with Captain Spark. A glance in the mirror earlier had
told her they were nothing of the kind. He had not kissed her to
hurt her, she had to admit, as she lay there in the dark and let
the ship rock her toward slumber. Under other circumstances, she
might have enjoyed it.

It galled her and threw her into
the depths of humiliation to realize that her first kiss ever would
come like that. She had hoped it would come from the man she loved,
and not some captain of the Royal Navy too long away from a woman,
any woman. She blushed in the dark, reliving the shame all over
again. I wonder if I will ever kiss another man and not remember
that degradation, Hannah considered.

It was a disturbing thought. She
lay in her berth, hands behind her head, and allowed the gentle
motion of the Molly to soothe her jangled nerves. As her
eyes began to close, she thought of her list of all those qualities
she required in a husband. “Well, Hannah Whittier,” she spoke out
loud, her voice drowsy, “there is one man thee can cross from any
list. Captain Sir Daniel Spark is the last man on earth thee would
ever marry.” She closed her eyes and let the ship rock her to
sleep.

Why she woke, hours later, Hannah
could not tell, not then or ever. The Molly was making fair
progress under a full moon, running smooth and swift toward
Charleston. She was familiar by now with the creaks and groans of
the well-weathered timbers, and the hum of the wind in the
riggings. Suddenly it was as though all sounds were suspended, and
then superseded by an enormous roar of cannon.

The percussion tumbled her onto the
deck, and she lay there, trying to collect her wits, as the
Molly leaped like a wounded animal, and then shuddered to
one side. Even as she lay there, doubled into a little ball with
her hands over her ears, Hannah heard the shrieks of the wounded,
and the crunch and groan of settling timbers.

She could not move. She gritted her
teeth and waited for another explosion. When it came, she braced
herself and closed her eyes tight, as if to keep out the horror.
This time she heard the mainmast crash through the deck. The brig
heeled sharply to one side as the sails and rigging from the mast
dragged in the water and threatened to pull the Molly under.
The deck slanted, and she slid hard against the berth she had left
so unceremoniously only seconds before.

Hannah wailed in terror and tried
to crawl toward the companionway. The force of the explosion had
blown the door off its hinges. She could make out its vague
silhouette, half in and half out of the companionway. She stared at
the door stupidly for a moment, thinking how useless it was, lying
there like that. She rose up on her knees and discovered they were
wet.

In growing panic, she patted the
planks. They were all wet with cold water that seemed to bubble up
out of the hold itself. Dear God, she thought, her mind suddenly
crowded with memories and thoughts long-forgotten, but rushing back
now in a most peculiar review. Was this how it felt to die?

And then the thoughts were gone,
leaving her almost exhausted. Her trunk floated by. I must get out
of here, she told herself as she struggled to gain her footing on
the deck, which continued to rise at an absurd angle. As she
paused, someone grabbed her under the armpits and hauled her into
the companionway.

“Hannah, is thee all right?”

It was Captain Winslow. She felt
the wool of his soggy uniform against her bare skin.

She nodded, then realized that he
could not see her in the dark. “Yes,” she gasped. “Only let me find
a dress, or something besides this chemise!”

“No time,” he said, his voice
sharp.

The companionway lay at crazy
angles, with floating rope and boxes. The hanging lamp tilted
weirdly, its flame extinguished. She shrieked as a rat ran across
her bare shoulders, its feet digging into her flesh, and then mad
with fear, leaped with a splash into the steadily rising water.

Somehow Captain Winslow pulled her
toward the gangway. The steps were gone. As they stood there in
water waist deep, someone above her grabbed her long hair and
tugged at her. She raised her arms and he pulled her onto what
remained of the deck.

In another moment, Captain Winslow
stood beside her. Before she could gather her wits about her to
speak, he picked her up again and half ran, half staggered to the
ship’s railing. She pushed against his chest in a sudden surge of
fright as he lifted her over the railing.

“Oh, please, no!” she shrieked.

“Hannah, thee has no choice,” he
said. “When thee hits the water, swim away fast!”

She tried to clutch at his buttons,
but he pulled her hands away and threw her into the water. She
reached out for him, even as she sank below the water’s surface.
The water was colder even than the water on the sinking ship. Her
hair streaming above her, Hannah sank down into the darkness. When
her panicking brain told her that she must surely touch bottom, she
began to rise. Her lungs desperate for air, she kicked with her
feet to hurry the return to the water’s surface, which seemed to
boil above her.

When she reached the surface, she
took a huge gulp of air, and looked around. By the light of the
full moon, she could clearly see the Molly on her side, her
keel oddly out of the water. Sailors were leaping off the wreck and
into the water. She started to swim toward them, then stopped.

Bearing down on the Molly
was another ship, much larger, with gunports open on two decks, the
cannon pointed down at a steep angle. Her heart almost stopped
beating as the ship opened fire again, blowing the swimmers apart.
She took a deep breath, ducked below the water’s surface, and swam
away.

When she dared to look back, the
Molly was gone. Like a wolf circling a wounded deer, the
larger ship wore around the wreckage that popped to the surface.
Through ears still ringing with the percussion of cannon, she heard
the mate calling orders in French to the seamen in the rigging.
Soon the sails were set on a new course, and the ship slowly tacked
away, its aft lantern light winking red in a silent sea.

Her mind a curious blank, for all
the crowded sensations that filled it, Hannah started toward the
wreckage, then stopped, treading water. She could not bring herself
to go closer and risk the further terror of dead men’s bodies. And
what of sharks? The water was boiling suspiciously, evidence of
some force at work. She closed her eyes and held still, waiting for
a tug on her legs that would drag her under. When it did not come,
she swam slowly away, in what direction she had no idea. The sky
was filled with stars, but their direction was a mystery and
revealed nothing to her of the compass points.

She drifted on her side, fixing her
mind resolutely against what swam below the surface, making as
little movement as possible. And then she saw it up ahead.

She stopped, too numb to do
anything but watch, as a dark form about ten feet long bore down on
her. It was futile to swim below it, for it would only turn and
come back at its leisure. Then, silent and swiftly running, it was
right upon her; she closed her eyes and put up her hands in pitiful
defense.

She grasped wood, almost fainted
with relief, then hung on more tightly than a barnacle, feeling the
object like a blind woman. It was a grate from the Molly
Claridge, maybe the one she had sat on only yesterday and
observed the insolence of the British Navy.

As she hauled herself onto the
grating, she remembered Captain Spark’s words about dousing the
running lights. “Well, the French got us,” she said out loud as her
teeth chattered in the freshening breeze. “I hope thee is happy,
Captain Sir Daniel Spark.”

Considering that it was summer, she
was colder than she had ever been before. She shivered until her
stomach ached. Her long hair hung sopping down her back, and she
wore no more protection than her chemise. Goosebumps marched up and
down her shoulders, back, and legs as she drew herself together as
tightly as she could and willed the dawn to come.

 




Chapter
Three

If this is death, then I have not
been very good, Hannah thought to herself. She lay with her eyes
tightly closed against the spectacle of a daunting eternity that
must stretch before her. She was hot, so hot, boiling from too
close contact with hell’s fires, surely. Nothing else could
possibly account for the heat and pain that was rendering her
immobile. Her wickedness must have thrust her straight down to
Hades.

Thee has not lived a blameless
life, she told herself as she lay there in a crypt that was rocking
gently from side to side. But surely the Almighty was more
forgiving than this? Was it possible that the sin of wishing a
captain of the Royal Navy to the devil had earned her a place in
Beelzebub’s kingdom, too? The heat was almost more than she could
bear, and rendered more unrelenting by the knowledge that it would
be her own burden for eternity. The thought made her groan out
loud.

“There now, didn’t I tell you that
she was coming round?”

The words registered slowly in her
brain. Somehow, it came as no surprise to her that the devil, or at
least one of his minions, would have such a pronounced British
accent. It seemed fitting that she would be tormented through
eternity by someone who sounded distressingly like Captain Sir
Daniel Spark. She thought it thoroughly unkind of the Lord.

But there was this matter of the
pain that throbbed through her body. Still keeping her eyes
resolutely closed against her first view of hell, she tried to move
her legs, and groaned again. Her skin felt too tight for her body,
as though it had been stretched across a drum, and then heated
almost past bearing. All that was missing was for some demon to
pound on her.

Then she felt a hand resting
lightly on her wrist. She flinched and drew it away, yelping in
pain. She lay there another moment, gathering her courage, then
opened her eyes.

Her first sight of hell was a
compass tacked to the deck directly over her head. How odd that
Satan should require direction, she thought. She stared as the
needle jiggled lazily in the compass box. “East by northeast.” she
said out loud.

Satan chuckled. “Aye, miss. At
least your eyes work.”

There was that disconcerting voice
again. Steeling herself, she turned her head slightly to the right,
and then opened her eyes wider.

Captain Sir Daniel Spark sat beside
the berth she lay in, watching her with a half smile on his face.
The man standing next to him reached for her wrist again, holding
his fingers in practiced efficiency against her pulse. As she
watched in dumbfounded silence, he raised her wrist, and she saw
how sunburned she was. So much for the fires of hell.

She was dressed in a man’s shirt
and nothing more. There was no sheet over her legs, bare from the
knees down. She closed her eyes in embarrassment, unable to look at
the two men so close beside her in the cabin.

The man holding her wrist let it
down at her side. “You are too sunburned to be wearing anything,
but we weighed that against the proprieties, Miss ... Miss
....”
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