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BOOK ONE



1703



BE A MAN











The Great Storm of 26 November



I


If there was anything more frightening than God’s fury, it was Tom West, trying to hold his temper.


The skies rained salt water. The world turned upside down, waves lifted into clouds. High tide blanketed Bantham Beach and slammed against the cliffs. The Avon surged, breaking its banks. The tempest destroyed Grace Tucker’s garden, ripping up tender buds and frostbitten roots, until finally forcing the front door of the cottage open, admitting the violence of the night.


Grace stood in the parlour, boxed between Tom West, the boy Benedict and the struggling fire – the heart of her home, black from providing heat for food and light for the table, which was stained too, with ink spills and the scratches of a child’s first pen strokes. Now, the flames were reduced to embers, just as the kitchen seemed to shrink with Benedict hovering in the cross-passage and Tom leaning against Molly’s bedroom door. The column of Tom’s body had collapsed, those huge shoulders dragging on a failing back. In one hand, he held her journal. In the other, a pistol.


‘Please, Tom,’ said Grace. ‘Tell me what’s happened.’


Tom raised the book. In the firelight, he could make out where Grace had pressed nib to leather: A True Relation of My Life and Deeds.


‘You must have kept this little confessional somewhere safe when I came around. Strange, to find it out tonight, with all the fineries I bought you. As if you was packing. As if you was running, while Devon drowns. And with my name on nearly every page.’


‘It has only my life,’ said Grace. ‘I write it for Molly. And – for myself. There is nothing harmful in that. Please, tell me what is wrong – why have you brought this boy here?’


In the doorway, Benedict felt every bit the boy she called him. He had never met Tom’s lover before. None of the crew had. Whenever they came ashore, ship burdened with barrels of brandy or chests of tea, Tom came here. The crew whispered about it: Tom West and his lover, a woman with a child begot by another man, Grace Tucker’s dead husband, Kit. But never in front of Tom. No one told him he was a lucky devil, having a lady of quality to lie with whenever he wished, the likes of her reduced to a cottage like this, and only him for company; no one said how strange it was, Tom caring for a bairn with nothing of his blood in its veins. Yet this was more than a warm bed and pottage in the morning. Benedict understood that now, but not why Tom had raced here, tonight, as cattle drowned and church bells clamoured, rung by the gale. What did Grace Tucker mean to the men they’d dragged from the river, smugglers and Revenue bleeding alike?


He shuffled back. ‘We should go,’ he said. ‘The horses—’


‘No harm in it?’ Tom said, cutting through him. ‘Then I take it there is none of my movements in this masterpiece of yours?’


‘What do you mean?’ said Grace.


‘A little late to play the fool, my love.’


‘I play at nothing.’


‘No?’ said Tom. ‘Then it weren’t your words in the ears of Dick English that got me and my men ambushed tonight?’


‘Ambushed?’ Grace edged back, the heat of the fire against her calves.


‘Captain Dick English and his Revenue was waiting by the tidal road at Aveton Gifford,’ said Tom. ‘The wind has been up all week. Only you knew I’d venture it anyway. Only you knew the profit at stake, and the satisfaction I’d get, seeing a storm in view and riding it. Only you knew where I’d bring the goods in. Nero and Daniel are dead. Shot while rowing. No warning, no chance.’


Grace paled. ‘Are you hurt?’


Tom laughed. He squeezed the pistol’s walnut grip, his fist swelling like a joint of pork strung too tight. ‘Would it matter?’


‘How can you ask such a thing?’


‘Someone told them the Yeovil crew had let me down, and the wagons would have no batmen. Someone told them I’d land at Burgh and carry up the Avon myself. Someone didn’t care if I was lain down to die tonight.’


‘That boy you told me about – Frank Abbot. He was seen talking to the Revenue,’ said Grace, ‘before he . . . left, for Barnstaple. He must have told Captain English.’


Benedict noticed Grace picking at a loose strand from her skirt. Everyone knew what had happened to Frank Abbot, but no one spoke of that, either. The villagers praised Tom’s name as they always had, sprinkling the salt he carried from France on their food.


Tom licked his lips. ‘What makes you think Frank left for Barnstaple?’


Grace glanced at the pistol. It was shaking in his hand. It was years since she’d asked how many of the rumours were true: if that pistol acted as just a warning, remaining in his belt, or if he was free with it. She knew how gently he could hold a child. She also knew how anger could change his face.


Now, she said, ‘I heard some fishermen talking. Frank Abbot gave the Revenue information about you and was found dead on Burgh Island. I know you ordered it, or did it yourself.’


Tom’s grip went slack on the gun and then tightened quickly before he dropped it. ‘And haven’t you got a whole load of docity, coming out with it. Or maybe that’s just what you do best.’


‘Whatever you think I have done,’ said Grace, ‘you are wrong.’


Tom fought for air. He was burning: nerve endings seared from diving into freezing water to haul his men out; thigh grazed by a bullet; bruised ribs. He was swaying on his feet. He was falling into Grace’s green eyes. Green like the land I love, that’s what he’d told her. But not blue, like the sea you love more. Her words. One foot on land, one leg in water. He had mounted a dead officer’s horse and left his crew by the tidal road, driving the animal here as fast as he could against the hail. Benedict followed – at Hellard’s command, no doubt – arriving minutes later. Tom would not tell Benedict to leave; he could keep his temper in check as long as the boy was there to witness him, with that lamblike worship.


‘I’ve been good to you,’ he said. ‘Better than your precious husband ever was, or would have been. I’ve loved your daughter, when any other man would have scorned your bed for having a child crawling into it. I’ve – you know, Grace. You know what I feel. I’ve trusted you with my life, and the life of my crew. I thought I had cause.’


‘Please, Tom, step away from Molly’s door.’


‘You think I’d hurt her?’ Tom snapped, making both Grace and Benedict jump.


‘No,’ said Grace, her hands up. ‘Please, just sit with me. Please.’


‘Captain, we’ve got to go,’ said Benedict. ‘The storm will bring this house down.’


Tom breathed through his nose. There was the pile of lace and linen he had bought Grace, folded on the table, ready for a bag.


She was going to leave him. She had betrayed him, and now she was going to leave him.


‘I’ll sit with you, if that’s what you want,’ he said, gaze locked with hers. ‘Benedict, get out. Go.’


‘But—’


‘Now.’


Benedict wormed on the spot, and then twisted away, back down the cross-passage and out the front door. The world was black, water and hills and sky merging, solid. He couldn’t find the horses. He hung on to a damson tree, unable to escape.


In the kitchen, Grace and Tom sat across from each other at the table, as they had for the past three years. Tom’s legs barely fitted. Grace perched on the edge of her chair. He set her journal down. His dark curls hung wet and filthy in his eyes. Grace reached for him, fingers skirting his swollen knuckles. Tom hunched, gripping the pistol closer.


‘There’s blood on your hands,’ she said.


‘Yours aren’t looking all that clean, either, sweetheart.’


Seconds passed. From the other room came the sound of Molly crying. Grace rose. Tom’s hand shot out, holding her where she was.


‘Molly needs me,’ she said.


‘I need you,’ said Tom. ‘I need you to tell me. Did you talk?’


Grace looked over his face and then down to his fingers tightening on her arm.


‘I can explain.’


Tom leapt up, his chair falling. Grace jerked away, but he held on. They were bound up with each other, flailing and catching. One of them knocked the cutlery and pewter plates, and the last of Grace’s ink shattered. Tom shoved Grace into the bookshelf. He grabbed a fistful of her hair, smashing her face into the wood.


‘How could you do this? How could you?’


Grace cried for him to stop. Tom threw her away from him. She fell to the floor, landing in a nest of broken leather spines and torn fleshy parchment. Her lips were split and her chin glistened with blood. Tom stood above her. He watched Grace turn her head towards Molly’s door. Then she was still.


Tom dropped to the floor. ‘Grace?’ He pawed her chest, burying his face into her hair. ‘Grace? Why did you do it?’


His snot felt warm on her scalp. Grace tried to speak, forcing her lips to shape the words she needed. ‘I never intended . . . ’


‘Tell me it was a mistake, you wrote it down and someone read your journal without your leave.’ Tom stroked her cheek, her neck. His fingers dug into the hollows of her tendons. ‘Tell me it was a mistake. Grace, tell me, now. Please . . . ’


‘I had to do it—’ He was squeezing too hard.


Benedict stood in the threshold of the cross-passage watching. His feet would not take him any further than he’d already travelled, nor retreat to the storm outside. Bile clogged his throat. Tom was going to kill her. Benedict gripped his knife. She was to blame. Benedict had watched his friends die and she was the reason. Sweat melted the ice clinging to his clothes. Tom was going to kill her.


He had to do something. In the name of God, he had to do something. A cry outside. It could be a villager, come to check on Grace in the storm, or a Revenue man – or one of Tom’s crew, come to help.


Benedict ran outside. A shaky orb of light slipped down the hillside. A cry. Hellard.


‘I’m here!’ Benedict shouted. ‘Help!’


‘Benedict?’ Hellard’s voice was whipped by the wind. Lightning slapped the garden white. Hellard fell next to Benedict, seizing his arm. ‘Where’s Tom?’


‘Inside, with that woman.’


‘Why?’


‘She told the Revenue. Tom’s lost his mind—’


Hellard pulled his pistol free.


‘Hellard, what are you doing?’


Hellard shoved past Benedict, the lantern’s glow retreating inside. Benedict remembered the blood beneath Hellard’s fingernails after his talk with Frank Abbot. He hurried after him.


At the kitchen door, Hellard clambered over the building dam of branches and silt washed in from the Avon. The dancing beam of the lantern spilt into the parlour. Tom sat slumped on the floor, holding his head. Grace lay next to him. She was peering up at the wooden beams, breathing heavily. Her neck was red. A door opposite rattled: small hands on the other side beating the wood.


‘Did she talk?’ said Hellard.


Grace shifted on the floor. Glass grated her scalp. She lifted herself on one elbow, looking from Hellard to Molly’s door.


‘What have you come here for?’ said Tom. ‘Get out.’


Hellard, louder: ‘Is it true?’


Tom picked his pistol up, shaking off the dust. He rose until he had to duck his head to avoid hitting the beams, and looked down at Hellard. ‘Be on your way, brother.’


‘Tom, you can’t let her off. If it was anybody else, you’d kill ’em. That’s law. If you don’t be able, I swear to the devil I will. Nero and Daniel, they’re both dead. Oliver was bleeding out when I made my way here. I’ll do it, if you won’t.’


‘Not while I’m standing,’ said Tom.


Hellard lunged for Grace, but Tom barred the way.


‘You gutless bastard!’ Hellard wriggled in Tom’s fist, pistol waving, the butt striking Tom’s chin. Tom tossed Hellard back. ‘Do it!’ screamed Hellard, raising his pistol, not quite at Tom, but inching closer. ‘Or get out of my way.’


A bang shook the walls. Benedict’s heart lurched. Ears clouded. He couldn’t hear anything. But there was no smoke. There was no gunshot.


Someone was kicking at the door.


Benedict stumbled down the passage, praying for Nathan or Kingston, anyone whose word of calm or humour might douse the fury of the Wests. The front door swung back.


‘Aside, boy! Where is she?’


Benedict’s flesh pricked. He knew that bark: Captain Dick English, who tonight had cut them down. Benedict raised the knife. The Book of Common Prayer came to him then, the succour of childhood, sealing him in time: From lightning and tempest; from plague, pestilence, and famine; from battle and murder, and from sudden death, Good Lord, deliver us. He tackled the oncoming body, but Dick was a bull to his billy goat and Benedict was cast aside, head bouncing against the wall.


Inside, Grace seized the mantel and heaved. She leant against the wall. Hail clattered down the chimney like dice from trembling hands. A handful of sparks spattered on the rug. The room was dim and the voices muffled. She knew she was still in the kitchen, yet was certain she could smell spring garlic, whole shafts crushed underfoot in the wood where she walked with Molly, showing her daughter the flowers, lifting her on to the fallen oak. The tree had been struck by lightning and the roots were sooty. If Grace stroked them, her fingertips came away black and she could write Molly’s name on the pale strips of bark. Tom had written his name, too, next to Molly’s and Grace’s, the first time he came with them. His name was the only word he knew how to spell, once.


‘Tom,’ she said. ‘I have never seen you a coward. Don’t be a coward now.’


Tom slowly turned his back on Hellard’s gun, and faced her. He stared into her eyes. Green like the land I love. He could hear Molly screaming. He had lifted her, mottled red and brown and crying to know the world, into Grace’s arms in her first minute.


The pistol in his hand twitched. Turn and shoot Hellard – break every oath he’d sworn to their mother. The gun twitched higher. He could shoot Benedict too, that sweet young boy, if it came to that. A little higher. He could leave this life, its power, its wealth, and take Grace and Molly away. He could lie beside Grace’s betrayal every night. Give it all up for a woman who would see him die alone in a ditch. His arm was fully stretched now, the pistol accusing her.


‘Be a man,’ she said.


Tom raised a hand to cover his eyes, but faltered midway. He took all of her in.


Grace looked at him with love.


He clicked the hammer back. Fired.


Hellard flinched, stepping back and knocking into Dick English, who barrelled into the room with his pistol and sword drawn. Hellard swung with his gun, catching Dick in the temple. The lawman dropped to the floor. Hellard laughed, using the tip of his boot to tilt Dick’s head this way and then that. Out cold, a scarlet ribbon threading through his golden locks. Pathetic.


Benedict stood in the doorway to the parlour, his eyes shut. The last thing he’d seen was Dick English cocking his pistol and kicking his way through the ruins into the room. Then a flash, and Grace’s short cry and the thud of muscle and bone hitting the floor.


The child’s wails were deafening. Benedict hugged his ears. It would not stop. It would not—


‘Benedict.’ Hellard was shaking him. The man righted a chair and pushed him into it.


Benedict looked around. ‘Where’s Tom?’


‘In there,’ said Hellard, nodding at the closed door.


Benedict could hear little soothing sounds coming from the child’s room, broken up by sobs. Deep, male sobs. He said, ‘I’ve never seen a woman killed before.’


‘Don’t be looking, then. Fifteen years to your name and wet as a babe.’


Benedict was aware of Grace’s outstretched hand, her fingers curled like the opening head of a crocus. Her gown had come open, revealing faded freckles and pale breasts. A canker worm twisted deep in him. Next to her, Dick English lay in the wreckage. His pistol remained in his hand, just as Hellard’s did. ‘What are you doing?’ said Benedict.


‘Helping the storm along,’ said Hellard. ‘What she want with a beaufet fine as this in a damn hovel, anyway?’ He knocked the glass-fronted cupboard over. To Benedict, the boom of smashed crockery was as loud as the ship’s bow slamming on to a wave. ‘First time anyone’s been happy to see Dick English, I’ll warrant – even his mother, on the day she spat him out.’


‘She thought he’d save her?’ said Benedict.


Hellard laughed. ‘If she did, she was disappointed. He shot her.’


Benedict breathed: ‘Why . . . ?’


‘Aiming at Tom. Whore got in the way. Ain’t it tragic? Still, saved me and Tom some unpleasantness.’ Hellard kicked the bookshelf. ‘Here, look at this.’ He picked up Grace’s journal.


Benedict glanced at Grace. ‘It’s hers,’ he said. ‘A True . . . something.’ Benedict looked again at the pistol in Hellard’s fist. ‘It was Dick, then, who shot her?’


‘As much as I’d like to take the credit . . . ’ Hellard crossed to the fireplace. He stooped to the dying flames.


Tom stepped over Grace’s body without looking down. He held Molly in his arms, pressing her face gently into his shoulder. She was six years old and fitted perfectly into his torso. She had lain along Grace’s forearm when she was born, her head cradled in the crook of her mother’s arm, her wet buttocks and squirming legs held steady in Grace’s sure hand.


The child’s blonde ringlets were touched by rust, Benedict saw – Grace’s blood – and her toes recoiled from the pistol in Tom’s belt.


Tom said, ‘Don’t.’


Hellard: ‘Tom, if someone found this—’


‘Don’t.’


Hellard held the book by its tired spine, pages swinging loose. The last page to be written had already turned brown. He sighed, offering it up. Hugging Molly closer, Tom slipped the journal into his coat.


‘What are you going to do with the boy?’ said Hellard. ‘Now Dick English has killed his mother?’


Tom paused, reading Hellard’s face: the weighted glance at Benedict, the question posed. Why not be the hero, and cast Dick as villain? It’ll be our little secret.


Benedict was looking at the child. Molly, Grace had called her. But she did wear breeches and a woollen waistcoat – cut down, Benedict realised, from one of Tom’s. He waited for Tom to correct Hellard, but, after a slow silence, he just said:


‘Boy’s mine.’


‘Stray shot of yours?’ said Hellard. ‘I always thought you were niggling her, ’neath Kit’s nose.’


‘I don’t know about your shots, Hellard, but I hit what I aim at.’


Hellard blazed redder than the fire. A scene opened before Benedict: it was Hellard whose shot had gone wide; wretched power-starved Hellard who had fired at Tom, and Grace stood in the way. No, it couldn’t be – for Tom wouldn’t allow the curtain to fall on a scene such as that with no answer. Hellard’s cheeks must be reddening because Hellard himself was a stray shot: Tom’s bastard half-brother, a cuckoo who lived under big brother’s wing.


Tom wasn’t paying any mind. He was looking down at Grace, seeming to Benedict like a man trying to solve some point that would always defy him. He spoke distantly: ‘Grace would have none of me, while that bond still existed. But the boy’s mine now.’


‘What do you want with an orphan?’ said Hellard.


Tom looked to Benedict, whose face was blotted with tears; he stood under the weight of the boy’s stare a long moment, his fingers twitching. Then Molly whimpered and Tom looked down, kissing her head, tasting copper.


‘Let the house burn,’ he said, and turned his back on both of them, stopping just for a moment to consider English, who lay motionless in his own blood. ‘And let the devil burn with it.’


As Tom walked out, Benedict could hear him whispering, deep and gentle: ‘I’m here, child, I’m here. You’re safe.’


II


This was no top-sail gale. No fret of wind. No simple storm. Ships within five hundred leagues of Devon hurried afore the wind, leaving the Channel curiously blank, as if God had removed from men the desire to go to sea. Those ships that tried to come into harbour were smashed across the docks, and the gusts blew so fierce, villagers and townspeople dared not collect the spoils. For two se’en nights, the wind had knocked chimneys from rooftops. Tiles were stripped from roofs like scales from a fish. In the house of the Justice of the Peace, the quicksilver in the barometer sank so low, the Justice followed it, praying on his knees for deliverance. Trees were robbed barren and fields shorn of corn. Elm and oak crashed into grand houses. Long grass was lifted from the earth, and caught in bare and breaking branches, so that the trees seemed to grow feathers. Lead cast from churches. Windmills span so furiously they caught alight and became blazing fists in the night. Rising salt water spoilt hogsheads of sugars and the tobacco waiting in Plymouth warehouses. Eddystone Lighthouse was wrenched from its foundations. The crew of the Escape gripped ropes and box-and-tackles and each other in the hold, listening to Frogmore Creek come apart around them. They prayed that the anchor would hold, prayed that the timbers weren’t rotten, prayed that she would prove safer than the surrounding cottages thicketed by falling trees, but most of all they prayed for Tom’s safe return.


Tom wished for the harvest moon. Forcing his horse up the mud track, the clatter and smack of branches almost threw him from the saddle. He hugged Molly to him. He could hear her teeth chattering. She wore no cloak or shoes. Benedict and Hellard rode on a single horse behind him. Tom knew the unofficial paths hacked out by badgers and wild men well enough, but, tonight, rains streamed down the lane with him, his horse sliding to Frogmore Creek, where the cottages had caved in and the water churned with debris. But the Escape was still afloat, naked masts swaying madly.


‘Tom?’ A lantern disclosed a calloused hand, then a fine face. Tom felt Molly flinch. Nathan climbed out of the creek. ‘Thanks be to God, you’re all right.’


‘Not all of us,’ said Hellard, jumping from the saddle.


‘Revenue knew where we’d be,’ said Tom. ‘They might know where we planned to lay anchor, too.’


‘Surely not even Dick English is so mad as to pursue us in this.’


‘He won’t be pursuing us anywhere. Not any more.’


As Tom spoke, a pistol crack swallowed the roar of wind and rain, followed by a cry from the ship: ‘Revenue!’


Lightning flooded the creek, painting a Revenue officer hiding behind a tree just a few paces away white with terror, a musket in his shaking arms. Tom locked eyes with the man, who seemed to be stuck on the sight of Tom West with a child in his arms, a child directly in his line of fire – the man pulled the trigger. Tom twisted, putting his back between Molly and the bullet, almost dropping her as the shot took a slice from his shoulder, and she screamed.


Tom floundered, just for a moment, lost in Molly’s green eyes. He smiled. ‘No need to be afeared.’


Tom hurled Molly over his other shoulder just as Nathan caught his arm and urged him into the water. He tried to keep Molly still while gripping his belt, saving pistol and powder. The night sky was studded with red embers that died as quickly as they came alive. Grabbing the ladder, he thought Molly weighed more than any barrel of brandy he’d ever hefted over-side. Hands reached for him.


‘Get the boy below! My cabin!’ He passed Molly to Shaun.


‘But, Cap’n—’


Tom shoved Shaun towards the hatch, turning back to the gunwale.


‘What are you doing?’ screamed Nathan.


‘All hands fire upon them!’


Gunfire leapt over the estuary, the lustre of new blood. Tom jumped into the river. Chips of blazing wood rained down on him. He heard two officers on the bank arguing as they tried to reload. Tom waded from the shallows, found the collar of one man and slammed him against a tree, kicking the other in the chest, stamping on the fingers that clawed at him.


At first, she couldn’t think: explosions rocked the ship, each shot showing her a red blanket threaded with gold, dark panels scored with knife marks, a desk cluttered with paper. The smell of salt and rotting sacks. Someone shouted in pain nearby, and the violence of it sent her scrambling under the desk. A flash at the porthole illuminated the open chest next to her: clothes, boots, and something sharp that cut her. Molly seized the bone-handled knife.


The door crashed open. Splinters sprayed Molly. Two men fell into the room. One of them was the angry man who’d ridden with them here. Hellard. Metal glinted. Hellard fell on top of the other man. There was the sound of flesh hitting flesh, and then a groan, and harsh breaths.


‘Please. Please don’t—’


And then there was a bang. A man in a red uniform without a face, just a hole, which Hellard continued to stamp with his boot.


Voices. The cabin filled weak yellow. Molly saw Tom in the doorway and wanted to run to him, but the dead man and Hellard were in the way.


‘For the love of God, Hellard – he’s done!’ Tom stepped over the dead man’s still-twitching boots. Hellard followed Tom’s movement. His eyes landed on her. More sailors clustered in the doorway, a tall man with sandy hair, and the younger boy with dark curls and wide eyes, the boy who’d ridden with them here. Benedict.


‘We’ve got more dead Revenue on the deck,’ said Benedict. He was looking directly at Molly. ‘We’ve got to flee.’


‘Just set sail, shall we?’ said Hellard.


‘I don’t know,’ said Benedict. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Who’s the boy?’ asked the tall man.


‘Can’t let him go, least not now,’ said Hellard. ‘He saw me shoot the bugger you’re standing in, besides anything else.’


Tom’s frown made her shrink further under the desk. But then he smiled, just a little, what Mama called his crams smile: pressed on to his face. He reached for her, opening his hand.


Molly gave him the knife.


‘That’s my boy,’ he said.


III


The storm becalmed before the girl. Tom battled to coax her to stillness, to a fixity that left the child staring at the ceiling of the cabin, rigid, almost choking on the warm cider he held to her lips. He rocked her in the bed Nathan had built for him, nailed into the cabin, the only bed in Tom’s life ever to fit him. One leg in the water. The wind exhausted itself. She turned into his body, foot bumping against his gun. The love token he’d given Grace when Molly was born hung on a leather thong around her neck, gleaming with her sweat. It was only when she stopped shaking that Tom realised he was shaking too.


‘I’ll take care of you,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t stop Dick English killing your mother. But I saw him dead for it. I know I’m not your father, but I swore the day you were born. You’re mine, you understand? And you always will be. I’ll live up to my word.’


Molly met his gaze, looked for those eyes that held her as if she were the most important thing in the world. As if – as he once whispered into her hair, lying in bed with Mama – the green eyes of the Tucker girls would be what he missed most, should the Lord see fit to take his sight. Why God would do this, Molly did not know, but she seized those words now: He would miss me the most.


‘We are going to tell a story,’ said Tom. Grace had told Molly stories from the cradle, and the child developed them, play-acting for him when he visited. She was a wildego, this girl. Proper riptackle. Though, when he called her that, Grace told him to consider why a girl child who took after boys in manner was commonly compared to a riptackle: a badly broken horse, ripping its harness to pieces. Grace let her wear her hair short, wear breeches, when the fancy took her. Let her play-act, she said. Pretend to be a king, pretend to be a knight, pretend to be a smuggler. Pretend to be a queen, Joan of Arc, an actress. Let her play-act freedom. Maybe it’ll come into being. Let her throw off the harness Grace had always bucked against.


Tom stroked her shorn curls. He hadn’t intended to pass her as a boy – wasn’t sure why, when Hellard called her one, he grabbed it. Just as he wasn’t sure why he had accepted Hellard’s account – to save himself from Benedict’s judgement, or Molly’s? She would never have to know the truth of what he’d done. She would be hidden as a boy from anyone looking for a missing girl. It would keep her safe, too, from the men on the ship, who’d take advantage of a girl, as she grew older. Though, of course, he’d find a home for her before then.


‘You and I,’ he said now, ‘we’re going to play-act that you’re a boy, like you did with Mama, sometimes. And you’re going to stay with me, on the ship.’


‘Women curse ships,’ she said. ‘That’s what you told Mama.’


Grace had replied, lightly: Maybe ships curse women.


‘You’re not going to be a woman,’ he said. ‘You’re going to be a boy. For now. Until I can find somewhere safer.’


She jerked from him. ‘You won’t leave me?’


Tom pulled her back, afraid she’d convulse again. ‘I won’t, I won’t. As long as you’re a boy, you can stay here, with me. You like our games, don’t you? Our duels and battles? Here –’ he offered her the bone-handled knife – ‘you can play with this.’


Molly carefully took it. She sat up, and pointed the blade at him, as she had in a thousand games.


Tom opened his hands. He smelt salt – but it wasn’t the sea, it was his own fear. ‘Surrender. I’m yours.’


She slept, resting on his chest, where Grace’s journal waited inside his coat.


Tom listened to the men chasing water from the ship, listened to the laments from the cob cottages of Frogmore Creek, from the battered fruit trees and lean-tos, between which the men would string up the sails to dry. All of it – the five fingers of the Avon, blue twists shaping the hills, the wet soil and dog roses, the sunken lanes and tunnels formed from trees – pressed in on the ship, on him, telling him: Escape. Escape. But the tide was against him.


He eased the journal free. The pages were wet, moved in waves, collapsing with his sense of order. He found a conversation early in their courtship, if it had been that.




Grace: ‘Please, leave the money, if it will ease your heart.’


Tom: ‘My heart? I’m not your husband.’


Grace: ‘No. But you are here.’


Tom: ‘Perhaps I miss you.’


Grace: ‘I doubt it.’


Tom: ‘What else draws me to you, then?’





Tom still remembered Grace’s arched eyebrows as she said, I doubt it, and the way he replied, like he really wanted an answer, an explanation: What draws me to you, then?


What drew me to it?


Tom’s eyes, swollen and gritted, moved over his desk, bolted to the boards and overflowing with curling papers. Beneath it, his sea chest stood open. It was a tradition to paint the inside of the lid. His crew painted hills, farms, fences. Tom’s was blank.


That was what had drawn him to her.


Tom had met Kit in the Pilchard Inn. Tom was eighteen then and Kit the same, although seeming so much younger. Tom’s body had already suffered over a decade of hard work and hard blows. The worst blow Kit had received was his father’s spiteful tongue. Tom remembered Kit slipping into the inn, looking for all the world like a prince come among his people in what he thought was a good disguise, to ask if he could buy Tom a drink.


It was beginning to get that way, even then: men offering him things, men shaking his hand. Ezekiel Day, Tom’s first captain, had died before custom duties were raised on imported goods. Tom never had the chance to see what Ezekiel would have made of the opportunity, but he had learnt well enough to make of it anything he himself wanted. By the time Kit appeared in the Pilchard Inn, Tom and Hellard had raised investors and were taking their first cutter out to France, a fore-and-aft rig. Tom needed money, so he welcomed the new prince, who would turn out to be a pauper.


Kit bought him cloudy ale and sat down. He talked of nothing but his beautiful prize: Grace. Talked of wooing: the petticoat cloth he had bought her; the silk scarf; the brass candlestick. Even a chamber pot. All before her father cut off his advances. He talked of the gimmel ring he had borrowed money to purchase. Two bands of metal, one worn by him and one by her while they were betrothed, and then joined together on her finger after they eloped. He described it in such detail, Tom felt he himself had slipped the ring over her small knuckle. Soft gold and silver, with two clasping hands at each end.


‘Have you seen much Dryden?’ Kit asked. Tom remembered Hellard’s rasp of laughter – was Hellard laughing at such prattle, or the idea that Tom might know what gentry knew? ‘In “Don Sebastian”,’ Kit said, ‘he describes a ring just as I have given my lady wife.’


Joins so close to not be perceived, yet each other’s counterpart. Something like that. Kit claimed he was Grace’s counterpart; he made her whole, and only him. He described their wedding night with all the detail a drunken young man could muster to impress Tom West. He divided Grace into portions for Tom, offering a little more and a little more – thighs, breasts, lips – as if he were selling her virtues to a new buyer, as if this was a seduction. It was Kit’s only currency, and he wanted to buy a new life from Tom. He described the sounds she made when he first entered her. Such words as would never be uttered if Kit were in a parlour, sipping Tom’s tea, instead of in an inn, gulping Tom’s Florence wine.


Here, in her journal, Grace recorded the night with shrinking letters: When it came to it, I felt my body close, and, as Christopher pushed to enter, the muscles therein resisted only further, with no help but Christopher’s spittle – added with what seemed a smile of embarrassment – and the pain was the greatest I have ever felt. I wanted to tell him to stop, but . . . Now, Tom blotted the words, printing blood over Grace’s shaking imagery – an axe cleaving a tree, a needle pushed into her body – and the hour she spent in the kitchen afterwards, with Christopher asleep, her bare feet numb on the stones and her white-knuckled hands clenched in her lap, breathing through the remaining throbs.


As he listened to Kit in the Pilchard Inn, Tom had felt something – but it could not have been envy. He did not even know the woman. And such wooing was for fools. A chamber pot, God’s blood.


Kit told Tom he found pauper wooing truer.


‘What truth do you find in it?’


‘The expressions of love: the poor require no precious gifts, they are . . . simple, like you.’


The table hushed.


‘Simple? Am I so easy, then? You know what I will do next?’


Kit laughed. ‘You are more base, Tom: you act on what you want. Your wooing is from the earth.’


Tom remembered forcing his fists to relax, thinking: You are lucky. Usually what I do next is punch a man to the floor. But the word ‘base’ stopped him. It made him smile and say instead, ‘Mine is from the sea, my friend, not the earth, and if you find you’re having trouble wooing your young and eager wife, I’m happy to step in.’


Kit blushed at the crew’s whooping. And then explained: he wanted to carve Grace a stool or a spoon, like pauper men did their wives, but he could not carve.


‘You say she reads a strange amount,’ said Tom. ‘Why not a bookshelf? I’ll take it in hand.’


And he had. He’d intended to ask Nathan. But, walking in the tawny woods along Wonwell Beach, he’d begun to collect soft driftwood and hard oak. He imagined the bookshelf he would make such a lady.


As he carved and nailed, he told himself it was only that: imagining. He would not give it to Kit, of course. But making it – where could the harm be in that? As he joined the wood, he thought about the books that would sit on those shelves, and realised he did not know what they could be, beyond the Bible. He had never niggled a woman who could read or write. What sorts of books were there in the world? When deciding on the engravings, he gently scraped two hawks, his eyes entirely focused on the blade, refusing to see what he was doing. Or feeling. It couldn’t be envy, not for a spit of a boy who thought he was something. Nor for a lady with a mind, who knew the world and still chose Kit. Tom had never even met her.


He sent the bookshelf to Bantham on the back of a cart. Kit gave it to Grace. And Tom never mentioned to anyone that he had built a bookshelf with wood taken from land and sea.


The next time Kit visited the Pilchard Inn, he asked to join Tom’s crew. He said he was after an adventure. Tom refused. He established a supply base on Guernsey to hold tobacco for him. Ran a race with Dartmouth’s new Revenue cutter, and somehow won. Everyone shook his hand, and when he turned away they whispered a rumour that would not die: as the two boats kissed keels, Tom had lifted his pistol and shot the captain in the head. Kit kept coming back to the Pilchard, drunk and self-pitying, asking to be taken on an adventure. And eventually Tom said yes. Why? Did he know it would lead him to her doorstep?


Perhaps it was because I missed you, he had said to her, on just their third or fourth meeting after so many years of imagining.


Tom turned her journal to the first page.




I left home today. I shall never be allowed back. I shall never be received in society. I have defied the laws of King and God. I am eighteen years of age.


I rely on Christopher now. Can we create the home we whispered of in those breathless moments hidden by the harpsichord’s song, or the careful wilderness of the garden?


We have come to Bantham. The coast is strange to me, and the people who live along it even stranger. My home on the moor is now thirty miles away. I feel like Drake, standing on the beach of a new world. What life we could have here, if our fancies were made real. Christopher talks of building a grand establishment once he has received his estates. What manner of husband will Christopher be? And what wife I? What kind of mother shall I make? Now I look upon it, I am visited by how truly little we know of men before we marry, and how little I know of myself.


Myself. I am a postscript to a story not of my writing. Now is the time. Now is the time for my own story.





The book was trembling in his hands. He had hurled the bookshelf across the kitchen, breaking the joins, destroying her Aphra Behn and Duchess of Newcastle, her Shakespeare, her Bible. Molly had asked him once, Do you ever cry, when you leave us? He’d lied, telling her he couldn’t cry. He had tears on his face now.


Grace never cried, even in those years when Kit spent most days from home while waiting for what he called ‘the great patriarch to finally draw his stinking last’. Grace spent her days reading and writing: ‘I have found a spot upon the rocks to write with all the sea in my view. My stories should be as wide as that view; the confines of the cottage scare me.’ And when Kit did return home: the pain of their lovemaking, and Kit’s promise she would soon be great-bellied, for what would be the first of her labours. Rumours plagued her: that she wore a gown fit for a royal ball to be wed in; that she pleasured the priest before the ceremony as payment. When Tom heard the last in the Pilchard, he looked to Kit, expecting the boy to whip the fool who uttered it, but he only flushed uselessly. It was Tom who knocked the man down.


Grace’s accent seemed to make the local villagers step backwards: ‘So I am growing used to the gradual fill of the estuary, the smell of seaweed being covered, the sound of eddies and rock pools filling, the slap of waves against the rocks, the startled egrets, and then its draining once more – nature’s theatre for my company. Buried here in the hills, the avenue of escape an ocean-mouth: endless horizon.’


Then Kit’s father died, and no money followed. ‘Christopher returned in such temper, three dishes smashed and myself feared he would strike me. The will has left him out. He says we should have waited to marry, that I was rash and foolish to believe that our parents would soften to our marrying when it was irreversible. It is now “you” and “your plan” – his doings are nowhere near it. There will be no money, and no immediate way from this shore.’


That’s when Tom’s name first appeared in Grace’s journal: ‘Christopher says he will turn our luck with Tom West. He is a smuggler or free-trader in these parts, held in such high esteem you could mistake him for Sir Gawain leapt from the ballad pages. I have never seen him, but whisperings create an image of a man seven feet tall, versed equally in swordplay, gunplay and heart-play. Christopher says he has invested what we have left in the man’s runs to France. So now I must hope that this Tom West really is worth a tuppenny ballad.’


Grace lost the first child. She was pregnant with the second when Tom finally met her. Confined, until Tom broke her confinement.


Morning: too early for fishermen or lime boats. Kneeling over her vegetables, Grace had not raised her head to watch the breeze fan the gold-white light across the estuary, or to listen to the birds greet the ocean, hidden from view by the sweep of sandbank and cliff – all of which watched Tom as he approached. She was the last to see him coming, and even then she didn’t know what she saw.


‘Christopher,’ she said, not moving.


‘Tom West.’


Grace looked up into the sun. Her first impression, she wrote, was that a tall, dark oak had taken root in front of her damson tree, and then, suddenly rootless, the tree moved and light poured around it, drawing the outline of a man with something – someone – hanging from one shoulder. The legendary Tom West, with her husband on his back.


‘Pleasure to meet you, Mrs Tucker.’


Grace blinked. ‘Is he . . . ?’


‘A little heavy,’ said Tom. ‘Could you point me to the bedroom?’


‘Sir?’


‘Unless you want him to sleep it off in the bushes?’


Grace flushed an even deeper red. She stood up. Soil showered from her lap. ‘This way, Mr West.’


The hallway was narrow and there was a strained moment when both gestured for the other to go first, and they became stuck, Christopher’s boot almost catching Grace in the face. She pressed herself against the wall, eyes on the floor. Tom went on, stopped, turned right.


When Grace came to stand in the doorway, Tom was bowing over the bed. Christopher toppled on to the mattress with a bounce. Tom followed, forehead coming to rest at Christopher’s legs.


‘Mr West?’


Tom rose quickly, but instead of looking straight at her he glanced about the bedroom, lingering on a miniature of a country squire, another of a woman with disappointment etched into her face. A pendant dangled above the bed; at first, he took it for a glass bauble. When he recognised it for crystal from a chandelier, he turned to make a study of Grace.


‘How did Kit come to possess a pretty thing like you?’


‘I am no thing, sir, and he does not possess me.’ She never could back down.


‘How unfortunate for him.’


‘Mr West, I think you may have had more drink than is proper. Please—’


‘Not yet, but another would help me on my way.’


‘Mr Tucker does not keep alcohol.’


‘How unfortunate for him,’ Tom repeated, and Grace felt he was laughing at her. He was. Then: ‘You have nothing for a thirsty man?’


‘Mr West, I must ask—’


‘I’ve carried your husband on my back from Burgh Island, Mrs Tucker.’


Grace breathed. ‘I will give you water.’


She turned, crossing into the kitchen. Tom West did not follow her. She found him on one knee in the vegetable patch, the last carrot in his hand.


‘You pulled up the bunch instead of thinning out,’ he said, rising to accept the cup.


‘I was . . . ’ Grace began, and then stopped as he sat down on the wall.


Legs swinging, he looked up at the loose thatching. She watched the breeze play with his open collar. In years to come, she’d dip her fingers beneath his collar, probing the muscles there, the scar tissue. She noted in her journal that people called Tom a handsome devil, with the devil’s own luck – as for herself, did she see anything handsome in his giant’s frame, these broad shoulders and strong arms that hauled barrels up cliffs? In his slender waist and long legs, which would mount a horse well, she imagined, or his cropped hair, so against the fashion, and as dark as his eyes? Or his face, which mapped the fights of his youth, recalling White Hart Passage in Kingsbridge, though she didn’t know that, where the mason had forgone cobbles for sheep knuckles, packing row on row of glistening white bone with damp earth – when a man got knocked down and struck his cheekbone on the ground, the ground struck right back. Much of his face had been shaped that way, like metal in a smith. Grace described what she saw, but declined to comment on what she took from it. As for the devil – well, all men were devils, Tom’s mother used to say.


‘The King over the water,’ he said, raising his cup as his eyes dropped down her body. ‘Congratulations.’


‘Pardon?’


‘The baby.’


Grace’s hand went to her stomach.


‘Kit didn’t say nothing,’ he said.


A wren landed on the bucket and jumped in and out, wings twitching.


‘I have not told him,’ said Grace. ‘Yet.’


Tom’s gaze settled on the hand still holding the slight bump. ‘You can trust me. Though, I understand you don’t hold me in the high esteem your neighbours do.’


‘Understand this, sir: I have not asked Mr Tucker to stop free-trading because of your reputation.’


Tom’s smile stretched to show his teeth. ‘I understand entirely, Mrs Tucker. But, may I ask: how do you like your heroes?’


‘Hero?’


‘What I am to most.’


Grace looked past his smug smile to his stone eyes. ‘With a little more soap, and a little less murder, Mr West.’


That almost knocked him down. ‘Heroes have always slain the dragon. That’s what makes them heroes.’


‘Stories do that.’


‘I hate to disagree with a lady,’ he said, setting the cup down, ‘but I’ve never murdered a man, and I’m not made by tales – I make ’em. It’s been a pleasure, Mrs Tucker, and I apologise for misspeaking.’


‘Which instance, sir?’


Tom laughed. ‘I don’t believe a man could ever possess a woman like you. But it’s a lucky son of a bitch who comes close.’


Grace stopped her gasp, but thought she saw him smirk all the same. ‘Thank you for bringing Mr Tucker home.’


Tom bowed, arm sweeping.


‘And –’ Grace began, tripping as his eyes flicked up – ‘for your silence.’


Tom remembered her gaze locked on to his – remembered her trust.


He opened the journal to its last pages. When the account of her last week came together, Tom dropped the book.


Molly flinched awake, reaching for the knife – and found Tom retching over the side of the bed. She put her arms around him.










The Day After the Great Storm



I


Overnight, Bayards Cove had ceased being a dock. It was a graveyard now for broken sloops and ailing yachts and snapped rowboats. The river churned with tubs and crates. Sails ballooned with water, like the swollen cattle drowned upstream. Richard English leant over the cobbled bank, ready to take the next armful of nets and rope and shoes from the man in the dinghy, one of many trying to clear the wreckage. Down the quay, Bayards Cove Fort was brought to life again, long since replaced by the castle, but now a safe haven, some catching their breath there, others saved by its walls and refusing to come out. The chain slung across the rivermouth between Dartmouth and Kingswear, which kept French boats from the harbour, had snapped before the men had a chance to take it down, ripped clean free of its rock bed. The whole town had come apart – the army, the Revenue, the fishermen, the church – all in one night of God’s wrath. What had they done to deserve it? That’s what Richard’s wife had asked him that morning; what his riding officers had asked him; what even the priest had asked him. What did we do to deserve this?


Richard knew the answer – saw the answer, in fact, coming towards him now, around the corner on to the quay. Richard rose, straightened his jacket. He bowed. ‘Collector Blackoller, sir. A terrible day.’


‘Most, most terrible,’ sighed Blackoller, looking down at this pent-up little man. It simply couldn’t be more tiresome to have to put Richard English in his place after last night’s losses. ‘You are helping in the recovery, I see. Good man.’


‘It’s my duty, sir,’ said Richard, watching the twitch at Blackoller’s right eye.


‘Not really,’ said Blackoller, ‘but it’s good to see you in the spirit of things – to a point.’


Richard took off his hat, touched his bandaged wound, and replaced it. ‘Sir?’


‘I’ve just seen one of your men being tended for injuries. He tells me you led a raid last night on Tom West.’


‘My duty, sir.’


Blackoller managed a tight smile. ‘To a point.’


Richard kept his face passive. Around them, men and women shouted to each other – ‘Grab that!’ ‘Hold this!’ ‘Someone help me!’ – all hard at work, putting back together what should never have broken in the first place. He knew Blackoller’s sloop had gone down last night, and its contents with it. The collector – the Revenue’s highest father, who took all of the money gathered from Customs – had been given a sloop by the crown in 1700 to help stem the tide of smuggled goods into Dartmouth. Instead, he used it to start his own small operation. His brandy was salt water now, and that alone restrained Richard when the collector laid a gloved hand on his arm.


Surprising strength there, Blackoller thought, for a boy who arrived too early into the world; a boy whose mother almost gave him up for dead; a son whose father, even today, spoke of him as limp, weak, unable to stand up for himself. ‘Listen to me, Richard,’ said Blackoller. ‘There’s duty, and there’s zeal. I’ve told you this before. It’s important to respect economies. Tom West is part of our economy. I’ve given you a loose leash, hmm? But time to rein it in now, boy.’


Richard imagined himself the knight entombed in stone in the church, forced to endure the fondling of inferior men for eternity. ‘Yes, sir.’


Blackoller smiled. ‘There we go. Take the world as we find it, hmm? I know you’ve always had a pure cut to you. Well, look at you, here in the Revenue, instead of your father’s trading company! One son set to inherit, one son high up in the Navy and you – runt of the litter, your father calls you, not that I say it’s kind of him. But you wouldn’t have scraps from his table, hmm? Set out to straighten the world up! Just keep to your limits, boy, keep to your limits.’


Richard dragged salt air into his lungs. ‘Are you telling me to desist in my pursuit of Tom West, sir?’


‘Dear me, no. How could I? Just don’t go about it with such vigour. After all, what point is there to it? His ship is twice as fast as any Customs cutter or sloop – faster even than the Navy boys – and bigger than any regular smuggling vessel, well armed as she is.’


‘We could build faster ships. We could buy the design from Tom’s shipwright, Nathan de Bosco.’


‘With what money?’


Richard fingered his hat again. ‘What if a witness swore against him? Would you bring him down then?’


‘Swore he’s a free-trader? No chance of that, my boy, while Devon profits. And, if you want to catch him at it, you have to bring him and the goods in. If you couldn’t manage it last night, when the man was trapped, what hope is there for us mere mortals? And, besides, Devon loves a scoundrel.’


‘What if a witness swore he’s a murderer?’


‘Did you see him personally kill anyone last night? And do you have witnesses to corroborate your statement?’


‘Not exactly, sir.’


‘No. The men under your employ died by the storm, because you ordered them into it. You’re lucky you keep your commission at all, sir, and it is only because we do not wish to shame your father.’


‘What if he and his brother murdered a woman and her child?’


‘Lord defend us!’ A shadow drew Blackoller’s attention to the circle of a buzzard. ‘You do tell the most lurid tales. Can you produce the bodies?’


‘The fire, the flood – everything was destroyed.’


‘And did you witness these heinous murders?’


Through gritted teeth this time: ‘Not exactly, sir.’


‘But you were there?’


‘Yes.’


‘On your own?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘He assaulted me. Hellard West struck an officer of the law. They left me to burn.’


‘Do you have a witness to this?’


‘Is my word not enough?’


‘How about a witness to say it was the brothers West who killed the lady and child, and not yourself?’


‘Myself?’


‘Between you and Tom West, Richard, who do you think more likely to win a contest of popularity? Between the two of you, who profits Devon? Whom does Devon need? Whom does she love?’


‘I am speaking of justice.’


The collector sighed, a shrug rippling through his body. To Richard, the man looked like jelly waiting to be flicked. ‘Do promise me you’ll be less zealous in your desire to . . . to –’ he looked about the ruined quay – ‘to clean up. Yes?’


‘Sir.’


‘There’s a good boy.’


Richard bowed as the collector bustled away. Then he swore, and the fisherman near him jumped. He raised a hand in apology and, with his other, drew out his flask. He was trembling when he took the first sip.


Boy. That’s what Mrs Tucker had called him in her cottage, last week: You come here like a conquering hero, sir, but I know better. Leave me out of your boys’ games.


He’d gripped her arm then, pinned her to the seat, spitting: ‘Heed me.’


She was unyielding in his grip, but also non-resistant. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Is that what you say to Tom West?’ he asked, so close he could press his mouth to hers. ‘“Yes, sir”?’


‘No, sir.’


He brushed the hair from her face. The child looked on from the fireplace, crouched, silent, watching. ‘No?’


‘He does not require it of me.’


‘Require what?’


‘Submission,’ said Mrs Tucker.


Richard had laughed. ‘You really think Tom West, of all men, is not desirous of mastering this cottage, and everything in it, every time he mounts you?’


‘You don’t know him.’


‘If you think that, girl, you’re even more a fool than you appear. And you will realise it only when it is too late.’


And she had, trusting Tom West to the last. Richard tried to regain mastery of his lungs now: emptied grain sacks. He sat down on a crate and told himself, as Mother used to, Breathe, angel, breathe. But it was his father’s voice that finally made his lungs kick open: For fuck’s sake, pygmy, how long must we suffer you?


He would have Tom West. The monster that had pushed him to last night’s events, to driving Grace and his men into the storm of Tom West’s murderousness. It was Tom West who had left Richard to wake in hellfire, forced to flee from the oven before he could carry the whore’s body out for Christian burial, or save the child – a torment that would haunt him for ever, that he’d left an innocent soul to burn to death. It was Tom West who had brought that stain on Richard’s soul. He would have him hung in chains. He would see the whole Revenue purified. He would see that they all suffered him.


II


An ache stretched inside Benedict’s skull, pushing at his eyeballs, kicking as he knocked on Tom’s cabin door. A grunt from inside. Benedict pushed, hit by the reek of grief. The child slept beneath Tom’s blanket. The huge man sat on the chair beside the bed, studying her face in the reluctant morning light.


‘What do you want?’


‘Captain. Tom. What are you going to do with her?’


Tom did not look up, just drew something from his boot – a clasp knife, which flicked opened as he gestured: Get out. Benedict tripped back, through the hold, ducking beneath waterlogged hammocks and clambering over spilt barrels, to the stern, which the men called Tom’s Court. Benedict only knew Tom was following when a heavy hand closed around his neck, steering him into the table. He turned to face Tom, but leant back as far as he could when he saw the knife was still in Tom’s hand. The corner of the table needled his spine.


‘What did you say?’


‘Only that – what do you mean to do with her?’


Tom swivelled the knife this way and that. ‘“Her”?’


‘Molly.’


Tom closed the gap between them. ‘That boy in there is going to be with us for a few days, and then disappear.’


Benedict couldn’t force enough saliva into his dry mouth to talk.


‘And, until then, you’re going to keep an eye on him.’


‘I can’t—’


‘If I tell you to look after him, that’s what you’ll damn well do.’


‘None of this is my fault!’


‘Excuse me?’


‘I’m not a part of this,’ said Benedict. ‘I’m not guilty of anything.’


Tom seized Benedict’s collar. The shirt tightened around his neck like a noose.


‘And I am?’ hissed Tom.


Benedict gripped Tom’s hand. ‘Sir, it’s me. Please.’


‘We’re all guilty. Got it? She’s dead.’ His voice rusted. ‘That child has no mother. I have no— We’re all guilty. You’ll lie, as long as you want those eyes to stay in your head. It’s the only way to keep her safe.’


‘But you said it’s just for a few days.’


Tom drew his hand over his mouth, and then cast about, finding a bottle of brandy. He urged Benedict to sit, to drink. ‘You took a few knocks last night.’ Tom smiled, tugging a smile from Benedict. ‘Son, you know I’d never let anything happen to you. I need you. I need your eyes. If I could trade Hellard and have you for a little brother instead . . . ’


But Benedict didn’t laugh. He was studying the brandy. ‘Tom, sir, last night, Hellard . . . ’


‘What about him?’


‘He stood against you. Can you trust him?’


There was a curse, someone tripping on the loose shots, and Tom turned to see Hellard blundering in the hold. Hellard picked up a broken bottle, threw it into a heap of sails. Tom called to him.


‘Brother,’ said Hellard, righting a toppled chair. ‘Benedict, you look set to piss yourself. Sorting out our story, are we?’


‘There is no story,’ said Tom.


‘Oho. That’s it? You don’t want your crew knowing you beat your women? You followed the law, Tom, and if Dick hadn’t taken the shot, well – you’d have nothing to fear from your men on that score.’


‘I suppose you’re going to tell me what I should fear.’


Hellard shrugged. ‘No need for the crew to know it was your loose tongue that nearly ended us all. Nor your mercy that will threaten us again.’


‘Mercy.’ From anyone else, this might have been a question, or a plea. From Tom, it was a lead weight.


‘A little bird flew up the estuary to whisper in my ear. Turns out even a pity-hole can’t keep Dick English. Should’ve shot the bastard. So many items to keep mumchance – wonder if I’ll manage.’


The ship lurched, another gust. Benedict grabbed the table to keep from sliding. Hellard hung on to the door. Tom reached for nothing, held up by nothing, his balance the ship’s balance, and, as Hellard tried to find his footing, Tom picked him up by the neck.


Tom’s whisper at Hellard’s ear was the murmur of low tide. ‘No one is going to know – that I hurt her, or anything beyond that. It was English, and I left him to burn because that’s what he deserves. That child is never going to know what I did to his mother. You started this story. You want to keep breathing, keep telling it, Hellard.’


Benedict couldn’t hear the words, but watched Hellard try to conceal the punch of shock in his gut, and fail. The dirty halo wasn’t blinding Tom today.


‘That’s right,’ he croaked. ‘That’s right.’


Tom dropped him. ‘Then we all know where we stand.’


‘Yes,’ said Hellard, hand to his throat. ‘On your ship.’ A snake grin. ‘By your grace.’


Benedict waited for Tom to slash Hellard’s throat. But he held himself, as the ship shuddered about him.


Hellard was the son of Josias West and a whore, thrust into the arms of the Navy as a powder monkey as soon as he could black a boot. Tom learnt of his half-brother through taproom gossip. He got him out of service. When he brought him home to his mother, Hellard was a bag of broken bones. Hellard rose with Tom in Ezekiel Day’s crew, was there when Tom got his first ship, was there when . . . Hellard was always there. Benedict had the sense Hellard was Tom’s shadow. Sometimes, Tom enjoyed dancing with his shadow. Other times, he wanted to burn it away.


And Hellard – Hellard had been cast out before he was even born. He would tell a priest that Tom was the only soul who had ever chosen him. He would tell a bartender Tom was their father incarnate – that all Hellard’s rejections were seeded in Tom, the strongest son, the most beloved, the most feared, the son who finally beat their father, when Hellard never could. It was never clear which confessor Hellard was more disposed to lie to, and which he saw as sacrosanct.


And Tom – did he tolerate Hellard because he was hell-bent on being a better man than his father? Or was he simply hellbent, and Hellard the devil in his ear?


Either way, Tom squeezed Hellard’s shoulder now, and Hellard chuckled.


‘No fret, Tom. You and me, we’ve got a future to build, ain’t that right? Always been us together. Never let you down. Right?’


‘That’s right,’ said Tom.


‘So, what’s the boy’s name?’ said Hellard.


‘Orlando,’ said Tom. It was the name Grace had intended during her first two pregnancies, believing them – rightly – to be boys. They’d died with their names. ‘Orlando West.’






Leaf


To INTERLEA/VE. v. a. [ inter and leave]


To chequer a book by the insertion of blank leaves.


In A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf writes, ‘For most of history, Anonymous was a woman.’ How we remember history determines history. Women did not play a marginal role in our national story; it is the marginal remembrance of women that marginalises us.


Take Daniel Defoe. Studying eighteenth-century English literature at university, I was told that Daniel Defoe invented the novel, and Daniel Defoe invented the travelogue. Aphra Behn, who was writing novels decades before Defoe, didn’t get a look-in. Neither did Celia Fiennes, who wrote her tour of Britain before Defoe wrote his. There is good form for this elision. Celia Fiennes’ first entry into what Sir Walter Scott called ‘the kingdom of fiction’ was unannounced and uncredited. In 1812, the poet Robert Southey published a miscellany titled Omniana; or, Horae Otiosiores; translated literally, the title means Notes or Scraps of Information About All Kinds of Things; or, Idler Hours. One of Southey’s scraps was an account of a long-distance race in Windsor Park between an Englishman and a Scot, and a description of the funeral of Queen Mary II. Southey had taken these passages from a travelogue written by Celia Fiennes around 1710, titled Through England on a Side Saddle in the time of William and Mary. Southey said he found the passages in ‘the manuscript journal of a lady who was one of the spectators’. He did not give her name, although he knew it. His friend Charles Danvers, the grandson of Celia Fiennes’ cousin William Danvers, had provided Southey with the manuscript.


(A brief detour: by the time Robert Southey became poet laureate, he was giving advice to Charlotte Brontë, who sent him her poetry. He advised her that, though ‘it showed talent’, she should ‘give up thoughts of becoming a poet’: ‘Literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life and ought not to be. The more she engages in her proper duties, the less leisure she will have for it, even as . . . recreation.’


Oh, do fuck off, Robert Southey.


Brontë assured him: ‘I have endeavoured not only attentively to observe the duties a woman ought to fulfill but to feel deeply interested in them. I don’t always succeed, for sometimes when I’m teaching or sewing I would rather be reading or writing; but I try to deny myself.’


I try to deny myself.)


Celia’s manuscript appeared next as an anonymous quarto, for seven guineas, in 1856. Her name would not appear on the cover until the twentieth century.


Daniel Defoe wrote what is generally regarded as the first modern travel narrative of Great Britain about ten years after Celia wrote her account. His Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain was published 1724–6. Whenever Fiennes and Defoe are mentioned together, critics are sure to point out that she cannot have influenced him, given the delayed emergence of her manuscript. They add that the two did not even know each other.


Both Fiennes and Defoe write about Devon in their travelogues, and the legend of Captain Tom West, smuggler, hero – and murderer.


Daniel Defoe died in 1731, a fugitive from old and possibly false debts. Celia Fiennes died a decade later.


Daniel Defoe’s eldest son, also called Daniel, witnessed her will.


(Notes for a lecture on women and writing, to be given at Girton College, Cambridge, on the anniversary of Virginia Woolf’s lecture series, ‘A Room of One’s Own’.)










Such an Idea of England



1724


Celia & Daniel


‘Mr Defoe to see you, ma’am.’


Defoe heard a cough from the parlour. Winter had sunk his chest too. In the delay, the maid studied him as if worried he might be off with the family plate.


‘Please, show him in.’


Tweaking the satin bow around the manuscript in his arms, he sidled through the door.


Struggling light, tangled in Miss Fiennes’ fruit trees outside, made Defoe’s curiosity wait. First, he had measure of a pair of Japan tortoiseshell cabinets and a Japan tea chest, then a Dutch lamp, a cloister of empty chairs, and finally Miss Fiennes, seated on an ebony couch by the fire, now rising to greet him. Yes, the face of a woman whose father plotted regicide; a woman who rode to the peak of the Malvern Hills in order to have nothing limit her eyes but distance – rode all England, side-saddle on a donkey, to have nothing limit her eyes but distance.


‘Would that we had met younger, ma’am.’ He raised her manuscript. ‘We could have shared some adventures.’


‘I, sir, am as young as I ever was.’


‘I have no trouble believing it,’ he said.


Celia watched him pick at the Irish stitch of his chair, most likely estimating its cost. The news that Mr Defoe would soon publish his Tour thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain had sent her, three nights in a row, to her own manuscript, left to moulder in a drawer these twenty-four years. She packaged it in strong gardener’s twine for Mr Review, for Defoe the Hosier. She told him she desired to meet him, and, more, if he had the patience for irregular spelling, to exchange journeys. It did not matter if he had only undertaken half the journeys he claimed. It was the idea, as much for him as for her, she felt. Such an idea of England.


‘I compliment you on your home, Miss Fiennes.’


‘You are kind, sir. I think you are at Newington?’


‘As far from the stench of sin and sea coal as I dare.’ Mr Defoe placed the manuscript – which had looked at breaking point in his hands – on the table between them. ‘Thank you for the opportunity of reading your travels, ma’am.’


Mrs Whithall eased in, carrying the silver tea set, as she’d asked. Celia didn’t want Mr Defoe to know quite how far her nephew had ventured in the South Sea Bubble.


The door closed.


‘You enjoyed the county of Devon most on your journeys, sir, it seemed?’


‘I do not remember the like in any one place in England,’ he said.


‘Yes – those lanes going up hill and down, riding higher and higher ’til you see a great valley full of lesser hills and enclosures, quick-set hedges and trees, red earth and no roads. More than once, I found myself stuck behind horses, unable to turn around, those lanes are so narrow, even with the goods piled high on the horses’ backs in panniers, so as not to take up another inch.’


‘And the goods they transport,’ he said. ‘If I could write on one topic my whole life, it would be trade.’


‘And that says nothing of the free trade.’


‘Ah, yes – I see from your Journeys you enjoy a good French wine,’ he said.


‘And I see from your books that, as much as you might enjoy writing of serge and tin, you enjoy writing romance more, however improper.’


A grin, as quick to vanish as a goldfinch in spring blossom. ‘Have you been reading things you shouldn’t, Miss Fiennes?’


‘Whenever I can, Mr Defoe. How you frown. You write your adventures without shame for Mrs Whithall, but would not recommend Moll Flanders or Roxana to me?’


‘Miss Fiennes, the rhyme goes,


Down in the kitchen, honest Dick and Doll


Are studying Colonel Jack and Flanders Moll.


‘And down in the kitchen it should stay.’


‘Then it’s a happy thing your characters recommend themselves.’


‘I will take the compliment. I don’t suppose you’ll let me escape it.’


Celia felt old courage at her back. ‘Here is a romance for you.’


‘Oh?’


‘The legend of Tom West.’


He thrust his shoulders back. ‘Now, there’s a name deserving of the word legend.’


‘You know it, sir?’


‘I was in Devon nearly twenty years ago when I first heard his name. Here was a man to inspire lesser men. Most master smugglers fetch their dry goods abroad, whether tea or brandy, and then fix a time and place where they design to land, and pay a lander to take the goods on from there. It’s landers who earn most fame, or infamy, for operating beneath the nose of the law, where the captain of the cutter is free to escape out to sea as soon as the goods are set down. The lander hires sometimes two hundred men or more to transport the tubs and bales inland, and more still – batsmen, standing armed with cudgels and pistols for any unfortunate Revenue officers. A lander, in essence, is general of a moderate militia. Tom West is a master smuggler who does it all. Seaman and lander. Captained the cutter, fetched the goods, brought them back, dodged the Revenue’s ships, landed – and led men in unloading his goods, and batsmen to stand guard. Coast and county held in one fist.’ He smacked knuckles into his open palm. ‘King of land and sea, displaying such raw nerve, such disdain for those who might shift to stop him, that, even though it is improper, a man can’t help but applaud.’


‘Do you not normally find that such a legend is most likely the result of embroidery?’ she asked.


‘That only makes it a better story. And that’s what counts. Though I might add that who tells it, and who reads it, counts just as much. One must think only of Aphra Behn’s licentious writing.’


‘Then Mr West’s adventures could not be the adventure of a Miss West?’


He sat forward. ‘You remind me, ma’am – I had my agents across the country – my friends – send me any news from their corners when I compiled my Tour. To make it as up to date as possible, you understand, after my own extensive circuits.’


Celia imagined a dog sniffing at his clothes for evidence of distant roads and slinking away disappointed. She remained composed. ‘Of course.’


‘I received a letter from Plymouth that piqued my curiosity. Rumours of a lady’s journal, Miss Fiennes, and murder. The book is titled A True Relation of My . . . The full name escapes me.’


‘Murder, sir?’


‘Yes – Captain West had murdered a woman. His mistress, or his daughter, my friend was not sure.’


‘Did you discover the lady’s journal?’


‘I lacked the time. I suppose it lies in some drawer, as your manuscript did, if I judge the paper fairly.’


A blush like violent sunburn. ‘If you had made out the lady’s true relation, you would perhaps have known how she came to be trapped in that drawer; whether he was villain, not hero.’


‘Not a villain,’ he said. ‘Only a rogue. Why spoil what sells?’


‘I see. Yes.’ Celia averted her gaze, fixing on the sideboard, where a box made of coal masqueraded as marble, a con she had submitted to when travelling through Wigan. ‘You’re quite right, I suppose.’


Defoe coughed. ‘You’ll permit me?’ He rose and thrust the poker into the fire, a clang and scuffle that sent up a brief spark. ‘An ancient beauty, Exeter Cathedral.’ The grey smell of cooling embers was all that remained. He laid his hand on her manuscript. ‘I hope you will take my words of encouragement for this story seriously, ma’am. A most informative account of our country. Do you mean to print it for private circulation?’


‘Perhaps, sir.’


‘Your family would, I am sure, be grateful. I know my son is already grateful to you, ma’am, for your kindnesses.’


‘A good businessman,’ said Celia, her words flatter than she meant them. ‘That must make you happy.’


‘Hmm. Yes. I have always been bred like a man, I would say a gentleman, if circumstances did not of late alter that denomination. And I am afraid my son inherits my circumstances.’ He spoke lightly, but a sneer tugged at his face, which now struck her as stiff with exhaustion. She knew that his son was forced to mortgage and remortgage his father’s homes in order to save them from those who would have the father honour old promises. Defoe seized a mole by his mouth and tugged, returning movement to his face. Gaiety flooded his brown complexion. ‘My daughters could learn much from you. I am in favour of educating women. One wonders, indeed, how it should happen that women are conversable at all – let alone as engaging as you are in print, and in person, if you will permit me – since they are beholden only to what comes natural for their knowledge. I cannot believe God would make women so agreeable, and with souls capable of the same accomplishments as men, and all to be only stewards of our houses, to be our cooks and slaves. Though I see you have avoided the trouble of catering to a husband.’
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