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For Linda Delandro, and for all Afro-Caribbean Britons who are a legacy of the Slave Trade.

Also, for the Isle of Wight New Writers’ Group, Who offered such unstinting support during The Wilderness Years.




“There is a certain type of man who can tolerate any existence, provided he is independent, and his leisure can be relieved by heavy drinking and native women”

A Family of Islands, Alec Waugh

“I am black but I am comely … Look not upon me because I am black, because the sun hath looked upon me”

Song of Solomon, I


Foreword

This book was inspired by the adventures of the English Providence Company. In 1621 a group of puritan nobles took possession of three islands in the Caribbean: Providence, St Catalina and Henrietta. Their intention was threefold: to set up a profitable trading enterprise, to create a community based on the highest Christian ideals, and to take advantage of any opportunity to challenge the trading supremacy of the detested Spanish. Not surprisingly these aims were self-defeating.

In this tropical paradise where sin was to be unknown, discord soon broke out between the puritan idealists and the privateers and traders. Crop failures, disease and climate conspired against the settlers from the start.

The cultivation of tobacco and the consequent use of slaves caused moral dissent, but ultimately the desire to prey on the Spanish galleons that crossed the Main loaded with gold and silver proved too great a temptation.

In England, King Charles I gave tacit permission for the company to pursue a private war with Spain. Finally the might of the Spanish navy descended on the colony with devastating consequences.

The islands of Providence, St Catalina and Henrietta are now administered by Colombia.


Part I

The Year of Our Lord 1634


ONE



If Esmee Jackson had learned one lesson in life, it was to keep away from men. She did not need to think about it. It came as naturally to her as breathing. In her view men were quarrelsome, raucous and totally unpredictable – and she had plenty of experience to go on.

In her fifteen years, Esmee had spent less than one year on dry land. The rest of her life she had passed on board her father’s ships. More often than not she was the only female on a voyage. Oh yes, she knew all about men.

But for tonight she deliberately sought out the company of old Ezra. He was one of the few exceptions, someone she had known ever since she could remember, even-tempered, patient – and apart from her father, the only other person to know the secret of her past.

Ezra had hinted at her story before, when the drink was upon him and her father safely ashore. Tonight was just such a night. Jeronimo Jackson was enjoying a last evening of freedom at Tilbury before the Destiny began her voyage to the Caribbees.

Most of the crew were confined below decks to save them from the temptation to jump ship. In any case, guards patrolled the deck armed with muskets and there was enough gin flowing aboard to paralyse every man’s legs. No one would be going far this evening. Only Esmee and Ezra sat out in the darkening February evening. For their different reasons they were immune to the cold.

Ezra drank deep of the harsh Dutch waters. His skin was leathery, tanned the colour of mahogany by the elements. His expression reminded Esmee of a dried apricot as he screwed up his face, the burning liquid assaulting his throat. Earlier she had tried the brew herself. It took away her voice, leaving her gasping for breath. She shook her head as Ezra pushed the jug towards her. She was on the verge of a discovery. She wanted every sense to be honed razor sharp to capture the moment.

When he did not speak, she silently rehearsed what she had learned so far: I was conceived a few miles out from the Guinea Coast, upon the body of a girl younger than I am now, singled out because my father liked the tilt of her breasts, the curve of her behind.

Esmee faltered. The words were suspended like wood smoke in her head, hanging immobile in the windless, foggy haze. She could feel the cold blanket of their meaning embrace her – silky, enticing as spiders’ webs. In their way they were just as deadly.

For a moment she paused, scratching her armpit. Her cheeks began to burn at the silent use of the phrases. Over the past months she had been secretly weaving her story. The raw materials were as hard to come by as the silk threads used by rich women ashore. Esmee had to wait her chance, be vigilant, store away every scrap of material she might glean.

Ashore, in the mansions where her father’s masters lived, the daughters of the houses embroidered silks on to satins to make gowns, created lace for special collars, stitched tapestries so fine they almost seemed to come alive. Esmee was weaving her own private tapestry – the story of her life.

The words she used were not hers but those she had overheard. She knew that the sailors used them without thought, caring little whether she witnessed their uncouth speculations about her father, Jeronimo Jackson, their captain and master of the Destiny.

Before they sailed she hoped to add more strands of colour to her history. To herself, she continued: I was conceived amid screams, in pain, on the flow of a sailor’s lust and a black girl’s terror. When the sailors were drunk, their language poured forth like poetry. Esmee had to admit that these lines were even better than the shanties that they intoned on many a lonely watch.

She rested her hand delicately in front of her mouth so that Ezra should not see her lips moving. Silently she repeated the words to capture them. Later she would relate them to her invisible friend who lived inside her head. This might be the only time that the truth of her history was revealed. She must memorise it forever.

Reciting the tale by rote, she hoped that one day she would have a real friend who would listen open-mouthed and amazed to the adventures of the beautiful princess, Esmeralda Jackson.

Ezra had fallen silent.

Esmee said: ‘What happened next?’

‘Well …’ The old man took another swig from the jug. He wiped his chin with the back of his hand and leaned against the rope coiled next to the capstan.

‘I remember the night you was born.’ He paused, giving emphasis to the event. Esmee tensed to receive his momentous description.

‘What happened?’ It couldn’t have been an ordinary birth. Her mother was surely never like the other ‘dinahs’ that Jeronimo brought to his cabin at night. They were common slaves. At the end of each journey they went ashore, never to be seen again. In one of those moments of insight she realised that her father never knew if his offspring left the ship in their bellies. It was of no interest to him. But surely her mother had been special? Esmee was special. He had kept her alone of all the others. To what purpose? Face to face with the unknown, her thoughts quickly changed course.

Ezra digressed. ‘A seaman knows the safest gal is a virgin. That way there’s no danger of the pox. You learn that lesson young in life. Anyhows, it’s miserable hard to find such a gal ashore, but along the coast of Africky …’

‘What of my mother?’

‘Mmm.’ Ezra took another drink. ‘Pretty she was, for a darky. That much I do remember. The ship was your father’s first command. She was leaky as a bucket but …’

‘My mother?’

Ezra acceded. ‘Even then the Captain knew how to pick the ripest, sweetest fruit for a journey.’

At his words the blackness threatened. Esmee had watched her father often enough. Green eyes glazed with lust, breath fetid with the stink of stale rum, he would survey the new cargo, selecting, choosing … Mercifully, Ezra’s monologue cut into her accelerating fear.

‘It started off like any other voyage. We was carrying mostly bucks, picked up on the Slave Coast. Can’t get enough of them, they can’t. There’s a good market out there in the Indies. Anyhows, the voyage was dogged by unfavourable winds and it took us nigh on six weeks to reach London. Once there we sold off some of the cargo but the majority was bound for the Antilles.’

He drank deep of the strong water. In the damp foggy evening, his grey whiskers glistened like fairy dust. Softly, he said: ‘Such a long time ago.’

‘My mother?’

‘Well, afore we could revictual, the ship was hit by fever. Three weeks we was anchored outside the harbour here at Tilbury and no one allowed ashore. By the time we sailed the slaves had been more’n two months on board.’

The imagined stench offended Esmee’s nostrils. That and the stink of fish had been with her all her life. Ezra shifted his position, slowly, painfully. Esmee thought how thin and shrivelled he had become. Even as a child she had thought of him as old. Now he was really so, sixty at the least. Soon he might die.

This slow unfolding of her history was tantalising. She wanted to shake him, shout at him. It might be the last chance she had to hear the tale, but she was afraid even now that he might change his mind. Her father would not take kindly to his life being discussed in this way, and on board ship nothing was secret for long.

Finding a more comfortable position Ezra at last continued with his tale and Esmee breathed a sigh of relief, letting out her breath gently so as not to distract him.

‘Naturally your pa was anxious to get rid of the slaves as soon as possible, but that voyage was jinxed. When we reached Jamaica the Captain was struck down by fever. He was that sick his skin turned black. Near threw him over the side, we did. Anyhows, after several weeks he pulled through but by then the mate had done the trading and we was back at sea. Somehow yer ma had been overlooked. She was still aboard so she was charged with nursing the Captain back to health.’

Esmee held her breath. Surely there must have been some tenderness? Her mother had nursed her father, cared for him. Had he loved her in return?

‘What was she like?’ She scrabbled through her mind for a mental image, creating a composite picture of the prettiest women she had ever seen, bundled aboard, chained up, looked over by the officers. Her heart fluttered against her ribs, reaching towards the mystery of her life, grasping for the reality of her mother’s experience.

Ezra sighed expansively. ‘Can’t rightly recall. I never spoke to her. She only had her own lingo. She was comely, though. She had spirit too – she needed it with the Captain. Anyways, when we got back to England yer pa kept her as his privilege slave. He would probably have sold her on the next voyage only, somehow, he didn’t. By then her belly was big as a bladder.’

‘That was me?’

‘It was.’ Ezra gave a little chuckle. ‘I was the first to see ye. Little scrap you was. A few days later, yer pa was feeling – well, let’s just say he wanted a bit of company. I said to un: “’Sno good you wanting her, she’s just sprung a tiddler. Looks like you an’ all.” He was flabbergasted. I think the drink made him sentimental. He went down to have a look. When he saw you he said: “Sprog’s got green eyes, same as me – proper Esmeralda.” That’s what he called ye. I reckon if it hadn’t been for your eyes …’ Again Ezra hesitated.

‘You think he’d have sold me?’ Esmee willed him to deny it, to confirm her fragile belief that she was different.

Ezra shrugged. ‘Don’t rightly know. You never know with the Captain. A law unto himself, he is. Anyway, he kept you both, even though he moaned about the cost, but after a while yer ma grew sick and died, then he gave you into the charge of some black mammy until you was big enough to look to yourself.’

Accubah! Esmee had no trouble in remembering Accubah. Closing her eyes she could feel the warm safety of the black woman’s hug, smell her reassuring sweat, hear the infectious laughter that had kept her own childish fears at bay.

Tears prickled for her unknown mother, her substitute mammy. Accubah, big and fleshy, not the sort of woman to inspire lust in Jeronimo. Esmee didn’t even know if she had been his comfort slave, but she had stayed with them until her charge was about seven. Then, at the end of one voyage, Esmee could not find her.

‘Where’s Accubah?’ She hardly ever addressed her father directly but she had searched the ship for so long, stumbling over cargo, wading through the putrid water of the bilges, climbing between stores of sugar and tobacco, peering through the gaps in piles of logwood. ‘Where’s Mammy?’

‘Gone.’

‘Where?’

‘Sold. You’re big enough to look to yourself.’

The pain of loss gnawed at her anew. Everything was outside of her control. It always would be. Although she had been with her father for fifteen years, at any moment he might decide to part with her. He had threatened to do so often enough.

To stifle the thought, she said: ‘What was my mother called?’

Ezra’s eyes jerked open. He had been on the verge of dozing off.

‘Called? I don’t rightly know. Dinah, that’s what we called her. That’s what we called ’em all – the Captain’s dinahs – bit of a joke it was.’

In the darkness Esmee hugged herself, trying to find comfort. The last dinah had left the ship in Hispaniola. Travelling back from the Indies, Esmee had been the only woman aboard.

A frightening knot began to form just below her ribs. Tomorrow some thirty passengers, all male, would be boarding the Destiny – fervent, religious men concerned with the soul’s salvation. There would be no place on this voyage for women of pleasure. Again she would be the only female – and men were always men …

Below them in the hold, the various calls of cows and sheep, chickens and pigs, echoed against the gentle lap of the water. The livestock had been loaded earlier that day. Some would supplement the diet of dried pork and biscuit on the outward journey but the majority were there for a different purpose.

This voyage was one of exploration. Her father had been charged to sail to the Antilles and there seek out an island not already claimed by the Spaniards and suitable for colonisation. When he found it the animals below, plus the passengers and some of the crew, were to be put ashore to claim it. By this time tomorrow night they would be out of sight of land.

Esmee sucked on the knuckle of her index finger. Her reverie was shattered by a sudden crash and the sound of curses. Like lightning she leaped to her feet and old Ezra scrambled up behind her. Tottering up the gangplank, swaying dangerously, was her father.

‘What the …’ He blinked at them both. ‘What in the name of Lucifer are you two doing?’

‘Just taking the air.’ Esmee glanced at Ezra for confirmation. Covertly she studied her father, trying to assess his mood. Dear God, don’t let him be in bad spirits!

Old Ezra stared at the Captain with bleary eyes. ‘Looks like you’ve had a skinful, Captain. D’you need any help?’

Jeronimo shook his head impatiently. To Esmeralda, he said: ‘Get below. I’ve got something for you.’

Quickly she stumbled down the ladder, her heart still beating too fast, her imagination flailing after some safe possibility. The cabin was stacked with bales and boxes, the air rank with rum and stale sweat. Jeronimo’s hammock hung across the width of the room. It cast a dark shadow, menacing as the leathery wings of a bat.

Esmee made a dive for the corner where a pile of covers marked out her own bed. Here she slept each night, except when her father had company. Then she was unceremoniously turfed outside to make the best of it, curling up near the door, or if the elements were too rough, risking the narrow corridor that connected the Captain’s cabin with the quarter deck. She suspected that none of the crew would dare to touch her, and yet …

She noticed that Jeronimo carried a large canvas sack. Swaying dangerously, he began to search about inside it, cursing quietly under his breath. Finally he hauled out what looked like a dark length of cloth.

‘Here.’

Uncertainly Esmee reached forward to take it. The material felt smooth beneath her fingers. Holding it up, she realised that it was a woman’s gown, deep emerald in colour, the bodice picked out in lace, the cuffs trimmed with fur.

She met his eyes. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s time I got some return for keeping you all these years.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Jeronimo tilted back his head. His eyes were bloodshot. For a long time he surveyed her in silence and Esmee froze into herself. She had seen him look at the slave women in the same way: assessing, choosing. Her gaze became riveted to his hands, clenched in front of him. At any moment his right fist might fly out at her, send her head crashing back against the wall. Then he would curse her for her stupidity, for the burden she imposed on him, for having been born.

To her amazement, he said: ‘It’s time we found a man for you.’

‘I am to be married?’ She almost dropped the gown in her surprise.

‘Married?’ He snorted. ‘There’s no gain in marriage, not for the likes of you.’ The candle flickered crazily and he twisted his head aside, avoiding the direct light of the flame. Still he watched her, calculating.

His voice thick from the effect of too much rum, he said: ‘Put it on.’

Turning her back, Esmee struggled into the gown, fumbling with the laces, dismayed by the tight bodice which emphasised the swell of her breasts. In the folds of her canvas shirt, her body was concealed, protected. She felt panic begin to grip her.

Jeronimo clicked his tongue and Esmee moved to left and right, the better for him to see. On land, men clicked so at horses, making them move. The touch of the damask against her skin was smooth as a snake. When she went to take a step, the fabric caught about her ankles, making her stumble. She’d had no idea a gown was so restricting.

‘That’ll do.’ Her father belched and indicated that she should change. With relief she regained the safety of her own clothes, then she folded the gown and placed it in a wooden box beneath the bunk where Jeronimo slept only when he pleasured a woman.

He said: ‘Out there, back in the Caribbees, we’ll be calling at several islands. There’ll be no shortage of opportunities. Every cove, every tavern, is full of lonely men. Rich men. Men with money.’ He began to walk around her as if she were a mare he was thinking of buying, weighing up her worth against the cost. Then he stopped, his lips turned down in the semblance of a jaded, cynical smile.

Grasping her arm, he said: ‘Don’t you fret yourself, Chickadee, I’ll see that you’re well taken care of. But marriage …?’

He laughed.


TWO



The next morning, disobeying her father’s instructions to stay inside the cabin, Esmee watched for the arrival of the passengers. By pushing the door open a fraction she had a clear though restricted view of the quayside, still littered with boxes and bales waiting to be loaded. A rickety board was thrown up to act as a gangplank and the crew formed a wavering ribbon as they filed up the incline, backs hunched, struggling under the weight of their burdens.

She was distracted by a sudden squealing. A black piglet which had not been crated up, wriggled free from the seaman who was carrying it aboard. Dropping on to the gangplank it wavered precariously. For a second it seemed certain that it would lose its balance and fall into the narrow strip of water between the Destiny and the harbour wall, but miraculously it found its footing and made a hasty if misguided dash for the deck.

For several minutes members of the crew dived to left and right in their efforts to catch it, just missing an ear, grasping for a leg, holding briefly to a tail, but the creature eluded them all. Esmee felt something of its fear, its need for protection. She wanted to rush out and save it, hold it close and defend it. She had never felt such a strange emotion before, an almost overwhelming need to care for something and keep it safe as once, long ago, Mammy had kept her from danger. But even as the thought claimed her she knew that the crew would take the piglet from her – and if Jeronimo were to see her on deck, he would take his whip to her.

Hardening her heart, she closed the door a fraction to distance herself from the creature’s terror. Finally, driven towards the centre of the ship by a wall of sailors, the piglet made a last-ditch bid to escape, trying to scrabble up the tightly packed bodies that surrounded it. It was forced backwards and dropped heavily into the hold where its squeals took on a distant, echoing resonance.

Her stomach knotting with anxiety, Esmee turned her attention back to the quayside where a subdued group of men were making their way to the water’s edge. These were the passengers. Inconsequentially she remembered her father’s complaint: ‘For every one of these noble saints, I could house ten slaves.’

The group seemed to form a composite whole, their warm, sober clothing of uniform quality, their mute demeanour binding them together. Only unmarried men had been selected for this voyage and mostly men with skills – carpenters, masons, planters and the like.

One or two stood apart in family groups, saying their farewells. Sons, daughters and parents waited in line for a kiss, a final blessing. A few wept. Others looked on awkwardly as if a display of feeling would be viewed as unseemly, the parting something to be got over with as quickly as possible.

Again Esmee was assailed by a concentrated outpouring of emotion. What must it be like to feel another person’s tenderness, that strange, elusive love that the sailors sometimes talked of when they were in their cups and far from home? In her living memory no one had ever kissed her, blessed her with the touch of their lips. The only kindness she could recall was an awkward pat on the shoulder from old Ezra.

A few of the passengers were simply gazing at the ship, their faces tense, perhaps alarmed by what they saw, for the Destiny was not new.

Some two hundred tons burthen, she had been several weeks in dock for refitting. In spite of the work her timbers were still rotting, her hull patched with a criss-cross of planks, glaring as a darned stocking. She would not last forever.

The hire of the vessel by a group of English noblemen had come as a welcome surprise. Known puritans, the new masters were men governed by almost impossibly narrow ideals. Although Esmee’s father had lied a little, pretended to a religious observance he rarely troubled himself with, he had not expected to gain this badly needed appointment. To everyone’s surprise the commission had been granted. Esmee dared not speculate on the grimness of their future had he failed to secure it.

In the past the Destiny had many times made the triangular trip from the Thames to the west coast of Africa, then across the Atlantic. This time the route would be more direct: Plymouth, the Azores, then picking up the trade winds to Barbados. After that – where?

From habit, she tried not to dwell on the future. It was beyond her control. Wherever they went it made little difference to her. She thought with misgivings that the cargo was not particularly to her father’s liking and this would not improve his temper. His preferred voyages involved taking muskets and baubles to trade along the Ivory Coast in return for that most valuable of commodities: slaves. When they reached the New World, no matter that Spain was not a recognised trading partner, the colonists would be avid for this prized source of labour and prices would be high. Once the slaves were unloaded around the islands, the ship would be stocked with dye woods and spices, sugar, tobacco and other valuable cargo to sell in England.

Only then would Jeronimo mellow, show that incongruously sentimental side to his nature which Esmee found even more alarming than his usual, brooding self. Overwhelmed by a vision of him, sated with drink, calling upon her to sing, she began to suck her finger. Come along, Chickadee, a little love song for your father.

She could see him now, standing by the gangplank. A sharp wind blew into the harbour but Jeronimo appeared not to notice it. Esmee could see the golden hairs on his forearms bristling with the chill, still bright against his fading tan. From habit he fingered the tarred pigtail that held his flaxen hair in place, intermittently scratching his scalp. The back of his shirt billowed out and the canvas of his drawers clung damply to his thighs. He stood with legs apart, leaning forward into the wind. As the ship moved beneath him Esmee could see bare toes tense against the wooden deck.

He turned his head towards the horizon and, following his gaze, Esmee knew that soon the wind would change direction. Then they would be ready to sail. At such a moment there was always the same air of expectancy.

She had long since lost count of the number of crossings they had made, yet still each voyage kindled a flicker of excitement, even in her father. The day that feeling stopped, she knew Jeronimo would leave the sea forever.

Meanwhile the passengers were beginning to come aboard, clambering how and where they could to set down their loads.

Esmee’s eye was caught by one man, younger than most, the gold of his hair and beard making him out like a beacon amidst the dark uniformity of his companions. He was taller than average, well-built, and he carried himself in a fine, upright manner that made her forget for the moment where she was. As she watched he took it upon himself to help the heavily laden and the older men to find a comfortable space aboard the ship. For a moment Esmee had the feeling that there was another kind of life away from this cabin, one which she could only imagine, where people were good to each other. She opened the door wider and stepped up on to the deck.

The stranger was back on the quayside picking up goods. He paused to speak to one of the seamen who was on the point of disembarking. The sailor turned and pointed in Jeronimo’s direction and the young passenger bounded back up the gangplank. His actions were nimble, the movement of a healthy man. He hardly seemed to notice the weight of the load he carried. As he reached the Captain, his youth and vigour were clear to see. Esmee moved closer so that she could hear.

‘Captain Jackson?’

‘Who asks?’

‘Samuel Rushworth, sir. I have the honour to be in charge of the passengers on this voyage.’

‘Do you now?’ Jeronimo’s voice could not conceal his resentment. Looking into the visitor’s face Esmee registered the clear, unwavering gaze of an honest man, the eager demeanour of one who is intent on doing a good job. This was not the sort of man with whom her father could strike a bargain – one that would benefit them both and no questions asked. For a moment she felt as if the barren normality of her life was in danger of being swept away. The feeling was exhilarating yet dangerous.

Casually her father asked the stranger: ‘What would you be wanting?’

‘To check that all is well, see the quarters for the planters. I should like to be assured that there are sufficient supplies for us all.’

‘Would you now?’ Jeronimo’s smile concealed an all too familiar contempt. Esmee knew her father’s thoughts. Before him, for all his height and beef, his clear blue eyes and golden beard, stood a man barely past youth – and a landlubber to boot. Five minutes out to sea and he’d be heaving his guts up over the side. She felt the need to put him on his guard.

Rushworth said: ‘May I look around?’

Esmee saw her father’s eyes narrow. He was not used to being questioned. Here, on the deck of his ship, he was God. No man challenged him.

As she watched, he bowed, an exaggerated show of courtesy. Holding the gaze of Samuel Rushworth, he said: ‘Feel at liberty to go where you like, sir.’ He swept out his arm, offering the ship for inspection.

As they both disappeared from view, a picture of the young man’s face – his honesty, his innocence – was imprinted on Esmee’s mind. He could have no idea what her father was like. She felt an overwhelming urge to warn him. Resting her cheek against the wind-worn edifice of the mast, she thought: Do be careful. Once we weigh anchor that will be all the liberty you’ll get.

‘What are you doing?’

Esmee jumped so much that her heart seemed to ricochet against her ribs. She had been so preoccupied with the thought of Samuel Rushworth that she had not heard her father’s approach.

Before she could move, he grabbed her arm.

‘You little fool! D’you want all and sundry to see you?’

Leaning close so that she could feel the heat of his breath on her cheek, he said: ‘D’you want these holy fathers lusting after you? Stealing your maidenhead?’ He continued in a low, confidential tone: ‘Believe me, Chickadee, your girlhood’s the greatest prize you’ve got. Lose that and I’ll make you regret it.’

Hastily she stumbled back down to the cabin, her father close behind. Relaxing his hold, he seemed to change his mood. Flinging himself on the couch, he said: ‘Go on, speak to me in French. That’s a novelty, that is. And Spanish. Good job we’ve had all these foreign types aboard. They’ve taught ye something useful at least.’

Eyeing her shrewdly, he added: ‘I hope that’s all they taught you. You’ve not let any of them …?’

‘No!’

Like quicksilver his expression changed. He looked her over, suspicious, calculating. For a terrible moment she saw in his eyes the same hunger that enveloped him when a new consignment of slaves came aboard.

Pulling away she began to recite: ‘La mer est belle, comme une dame.’

He grunted in satisfaction. ‘Don’t you let none o’ them puritans see you, you understand?’

Nodding her head, she slipped back into her corner, crouching down, trying to be swallowed up in the shadows.

This voyage was fraught with uncertainty. Esmee was always afraid, always on her guard, but for the first time there was something else. As the thought of Sam Rushworth came into her mind again and again a far more dangerous feeling swept over her. It was called hope.


THREE



As Samuel Rushworth boarded the Destiny for the final time, he was plagued by misgivings. He tried to tell himself that anxiety was only natural. In the past he had made several crossings to France and the Low Countries, but never had he undertaken a voyage of this magnitude. What was more, even if they survived the crossing, at the end of it they still faced the unknown. A catalogue of dangers ticked themselves off in his brain: fever, Spaniards, tornadoes, Caribs. His mind reeled with stories of just such disastrous adventures as the one they were about to undertake.

But there was something more. Although his uncle, Lord Craven, was an experienced trader, having many times both bought and commissioned naval craft, Sam feared that this time he had made a grave mistake.

In spite of the Destiny’s less than pristine appearance, as far as Sam could tell the ship was still seaworthy – and certainly Captain Jackson had experience – but it was the character of the man rather than his abilities that disturbed him. Could he be trusted? Would he abandon them along some swamp-infested coast, then return to England to claim his fee? It was entirely possible he already had plans to sell them all into slavery.

As Sam arranged his boxes and bags he could not stop the onslaught of such thoughts. One thing was certain: before they sailed he would send word to his uncle warning him not to pay up unless Jackson brought back written confirmation that all was well.

He became aware that someone was approaching and looking up, almost groaned aloud, for hurrying towards him, his face stiff with intensity, was the Reverend Praisetogod Shergold. As Sam stood up, he thought: In choosing this Minister my uncle has made another mistake. There could hardly be another man of God alive who burned with such religious zeal.

Before Sam had time to speak, the Minister said: ‘Master Rush-worth, I must insist that you have words with the Captain. He has refused my request that we hold a prayer meeting before we set sail.’

Sighing inwardly, Sam said, ‘You and our passengers are free to worship whenever you see fit.’

‘He will not permit the crew to take part!’

Reasonably, Sam asked: ‘Do they wish to do so?’

Praisetogod jerked back his head, his eyes huge with disbelief. His skeletal face worked feverishly. ‘As shepherd to the souls of all those aboard, I must insist. Otherwise we cannot in conscience sail with such a heathen at our helm.’

With sinking heart, Sam said: ‘I will speak with Captain Jackson.’

Cursing under his breath, he went to do so. Even as he approached there were signs of impending departure. Nippers scrambled barefoot among the rigging: agile, diminutive, dizzily high at the top of the three masts. On the deck teams of crewmen strained to raise the grey canvas, and the cargo was being checked over to make sure that it was secure.

Raising his voice, Sam called out: ‘Captain, I have a request from the Minister that before we start our voyage we all join in asking God’s blessing upon us.’

‘No time.’ Jeronimo shook his head, backing away to add emphasis to his words.

‘A few minutes now might save a much longer delay. I fear the Minister feels unable to sail with you otherwise. He has a very tender conscience.’

Sam met the Captain eye to eye. Jackson’s face was shrewd. He might be many things but he was not stupid. With a sigh he called out: ‘All right, lads, just this once. As soon as we’re at sea, I’ll sort things out.’

Reluctantly the men assembled in the mist, still hungover, aching from the strain of moving the cargo aboard, suffering the effects of their last night in port. The passengers stood in a group, almost cowed by the enormity of the journey facing them. In silence they all waited.

Now that his entire congregation was present, the man of God stood on a coiled length of rope to provide himself with a pulpit.

As Sam joined them he thought that everything about the Minister suggested doom. Only his eyes, slate-coloured and fearsome, sparked with fervour.

In a voice wavering with emotion and with a gaze that surely saw into hell itself, Praisetogod Shergold raised his voice and began to lash the congregation with his invective.

‘Holy Father, look with contempt on all these frail beings! Burn out the evil that lurks in this ship! Strike every man present with torments until the very devil is driven into the sea …’

The passengers stood with bowed heads, a few assenting to the justice of his words. Along with the crew Sam gazed blankly at the preacher, sharing their disbelief, knowing that every day would bring torment enough without inviting it through divine intervention.

Mercifully the tirade came to an end and everyone streamed back to their various activities. Sam returned to his pile of stores. He distracted himself by ticking off the list of things he had brought with him, having taken advice from experienced travellers.

Apart from his bedding and linen, he had twelve pairs of russet shoes, for he had been warned that black shoes turned mouldy and rotted in the twinkling of an eye. In the dank, poisonous climate that might face them, where worms burrowed into the soles of the feet and thorns thick as dagger blades lay in wait, it was essential to be well shod.

A pistol, powder, parchment, writing materials, wax lights, and of course a prayer book, were secured in a wooden box which bore his name in black lettering. In addition he carried eating utensils, a stewing pan, and his own chamber pot to ease the calls of nature during this hazardous crossing.

Sam tried to think positively about the life ahead of them but his motives for going were ambivalent. He was still smarting from the loss of his position as commissioning agent with the King’s navy. On the face of it he had been dismissed because he had spoken out against an injustice. He had never been the sort of man to remain silent while bigotry reined, but the very fact that he was linked by blood to the Craven dynasty had gone against him too.

This had prompted his uncle, Lord Craven, to think of emigration. His plan was to take his entire family to the Indies and there found a new colony, but they had to tread with care. The chances were that King Charles would not permit them to leave the country. Others had talked of similar ventures and been denied permission – after all, the mass emigration of noblemen reflected badly upon the court.

As a result, a vanguard was to go ahead to pave their way, and Sam was responsible for their physical well-being.

As he thought about it he felt ashamed because there had been another reason for his dismissal that his uncle knew nothing about. Sam had never intended it to happen, but during the winter months he had found himself conducting an affair with Leonora, Lady Righton.

To say that he conducted the affair was to imply that he had some control over events, which in fact he had not. Leonora had pursued him with single-minded determination, and he in turn had been swept along by the pleasure – and the danger – of it. He hadn’t loved her but the heady prize of sexual gratification had blinded him to everything else.

Unfortunately the aged Lord Righton was an advisor to the King on nautical matters, so when the affair came to light, as it was bound to do, it was almost inevitable that the noble lord would use the excuse of Sam’s puritan connections to rid himself of such an insolent puppy.

Anyway, it was no good fretting about it. If God willed it, then he and his travelling companions would found a new colony, a truly free and just society where men could follow the dictates of their consciences without fear. Perhaps the affair with Leonora had served some useful purpose after all.

Sam did not know any of his fellow passengers but their strength must lie in their unity of purpose. By this time next year, with God’s good grace, they would be well on the way to making their settlement self-sufficient – and their sponsors rich. Not that they had any sponsors yet. That was for Lord Craven to arrange.

The echoing thud of wind against canvas alerted him to the heightened activity around him. Many passengers were now at the rails, gazing with mixed emotions at the land of their birth. Slowly Sam rose to his feet.

The last act that he had performed before boarding the Destiny was to visit his cousin, Serenity Craven. Both her father and Sam’s step-father, the crusty Lord Silchester, had agreed that a union between Serenity and Samuel would be a good thing. Now they were formally betrothed.

Sam’s feelings on the subject were disturbed, complicated. Of all his family, he loved his uncle the most. Aeneas Craven had been more like a father to him, a friend, the one person on whom he could rely. Sam would never let him down. To be a good son-in-law was now his mission in life.

Serenity was pleasing enough to look at but … Other anxieties plagued his already troubled mind. On the surface his cousin was so good, so devout, and in theory these should be excellent qualities in a wife, but Sam feared that beneath her show of piety there was something else, a hard, spiteful streak.

It was ignoble of him to think in this way, perhaps he was wrong, but even supposing he was, he still had doubts about the wedding. Unlike his uncle, Sam was not a devoutly religious man. He was leaving England for reasons other than some narrow doctrine. Justice and tolerance were more important to him than the strict interpretation of Christian dogma.

If it turned out that Serenity was a truly good woman, bound by strict codes of religious observance, then her piety would cast a pall over their future. It was foolish to think he himself could live up to such ideals. If on the other hand she was what he suspected, a spoilt, selfish girl who cared little for anything but herself, then she would not live up to his ideals. At the thought of his own standards, a treacherous sense of failure enveloped him – what he believed and what he did were two different things.

People pushed past him intent on witnessing the historic moment of casting off. He wandered back to the rail for one last, suddenly nostalgic look at England, but the memory of his cousin intervened.

He thought: Perhaps I do not deserve her. A tormenting voice added: Perhaps you do not want her.


FOUR



Lifting on the turning tide, the Destiny sailed smoothly out of Tilbury. At first she was nudged along by a following wind and she made one brief call at Plymouth to take on more passengers. She then struck out towards the south, hugging the coast of Spain before picking up a good trade wind to carry them on towards the Verdes.

At Bella Vista they stopped for water. A long boat was sent ashore to fill the quarter casks, repeating the journey many times until every pipe and butt aboard was filled. From then on, they would not stop until they reached Barbados. At the very best they would hope to be there in forty-two days.

Obeying her father’s command, Esmee spent most of her time in his cabin. Only after dark did she venture out, avoiding the passengers, hiding herself by dressing in her bulky canvas togs.

For the first time since she could remember the barber surgeon had not shorn her hair. At certain times of the day she would glimpse her reflection in the single pane of glass that glazed the cabin’s narrow window. The image was wavy, distorted, but the sight of her hair, the feel of it, carried her back to an earlier voyage when among a group of pilgrims leaving for Virginia, was a baby boy. The child was only two weeks old. His parents were young, demure in their dark clothing, but an almost tangible aura of peace emanated from them.

Once, when they thought they were alone, Esmee saw the young man kiss his wife. The woman closed her eyes while their mouths made long and gentle contact, and when her husband drew away, she smiled at him. Her expression was so serene, so happy, that Esmee had thought about it for weeks.

Then one day the woman let her hold the baby. ‘Take care now. Support his head. He’s that precious.’

Like holding eggshells, Esmee cradled him close. He was light as a guillemot. She clasped his tiny fingers, wondering at his perfect ears, smoothing the wispy fluff of his hair that was so like her own. It was a miracle. Gideon was the child’s name. Esmee vowed that if ever she had a child she would call him Gideon and kiss his father as the baby’s mother had kissed her husband.

Combing her fingers through her own sprouting locks, she wondered how she would ever find such a life for herself.

Her only other knowledge of love came from the unlikely source of Ezra. Somewhere in a village near Portsmouth Ezra had a family. When he was feeling mellow he sometimes talked of his wife as if she were a goddess, an angel. Even on long voyages, he alone of the crew did not force himself upon the black girls.

Distant conversations came back to Esmee, Ezra’s voice husky and nostalgic: ‘There was a time when I was horny as the rest, but now I’ve got everything I want in my Ada.’

‘Is she beautiful?’

‘Perfect as Eve.’

‘Then how can you bear to be away from her?’

Ezra sucked the stem of his clay pipe, making rhythmic tutting noises, considering her question. When he answered his voice was dreamy. ‘Ada’s my wife, but the sea’s my mistress. When she calls, I have to go.’

About two years ago Ezra had returned home to find that his wife was dead. The sweats had taken her. His children were married, working. They had moved on. It was then that he had started to grow old but even in his lonely times he had a secret, hidden place in his head where he went to remember. Esmee had no such place to go.

During the daytime she took to wearing the emerald gown so that she might grow accustomed to the strangeness of it. Perhaps in this rich, womanly guise she too would find an elusive love.

As she was fastening the ribbons one morning she became aware that somebody was outside the door. It was not her father for the person was still, waiting. A cold sense of fear gripped her and she drew back into her corner, making herself small. She tried in vain to hear above the pounding of her blood. At last the person went away and a reassuring silence returned. Esmee let out her breath with a great gasp of relief. Thank goodness, no one had seen her. But she would have to be careful.

*   *   *

‘Is our good Captain wed?’

The question took Sam Rushworth by surprise. He was enjoying a few moments of solitude at the stem of the ship, marvelling at the spume, running in parallel crests until it clashed with the choppy after-flow of the Destiny’s wash. The water was so turbulent that he could clearly see the keel of the ship as it sliced the water. Beneath them shoals of fish played tag. Of all the people on board, Praisetogod Shergold was the companion he least welcomed.

Biting back his irritation, he answered, ‘I don’t know.’

‘Would his wife travel with him?’

Sam thought it unlikely. To Shergold he said: ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I – I’ve seen a girl. Not a decent woman.’ The Minister’s pale cheeks flushed, implying that the female on board was a slattern. He added: ‘She don’t look English.’

Sam shrugged, thinking it was none of his business, but Praisetogod would not let it rest.

‘You must find out. We cannot in all conscience travel on this ship if fornication is rife.’

Sam chose his words carefully. ‘Minister, seamen have their own codes of conduct. If the Captain has a “companion”, I don’t think he’ll take kindly to our interference.’

Praisetogod’s eyebrows rose in horror. ‘You surely do not condone such iniquity? If the girl is sinful she should be punished, have it whipped out of her. If, on the other hand, she is held against her will, then we must rescue her.’

Sam sighed. ‘I’ll speak with the Captain, relay to him your fears.’ He felt burdened by the scruples of the man of God. At the back of his mind he thought that their purpose in founding a new colony was so that people might follow the dictates of their own beliefs and not have other standards imposed upon them. By challenging custom aboard the ship they were in danger of doing just that, forcing their own morals upon these seamen.

But then, there were some things about which you had to speak up. Perhaps the Minister was right in his views. It would do no harm to find out if the girl was a willing participant or held against her inclination.

Reluctantly he knocked  the door of the cabin, wondering what he should say. Nobody answered. He was about to walk away when he thought he heard a sound inside. He knocked again. Now there was absolute silence but it was not the same thing as emptiness. He felt sure that someone was there. Uneasily he lifted the latch and put his shoulder to the swollen door.

The cabin was tiny and stank of sweat and alehouses. Disorder reined. As his gaze encompassed the room he was aware of the faintest movement to his right. Half hidden behind the door, he looked round to see a young girl crouched into the corner on a pile of sacks. She looked cowed as a whipped bitch, her eyes huge with alarm.

He stretched out his hand to calm her. ‘There’s nothing to fear. I just wondered if …’ Thin and dirty she might be, but the girl was beautiful. Quite beautiful. Immediately he thought of a hind: slender, graceful, poised for flight. Her skin beneath the grime was a smooth, warm brown. Her black hair was jaggedly cropped but where it grew longer it curled in tight spirals. Her nose tilted, small and delightful, and her half parted lips were full, richly pigmented, utterly intoxicating. But her eyes, her huge eyes, green against the dark hue of her face …

For an eternity Samuel gazed at her. Something happened to him. He knew that from this moment his life would change.

Trying to take control of the situation but falling back on Shergold’s prejudice, he said: ‘Are you the Captain’s wife?’

The girl continued to stare at him. She blinked quickly, still silent. In an attempt to reassure her, he said: ‘I – we did not realise a lady was on board.’

‘What the …’

Sam’s pathetic attempts to recover himself were overtaken by the unseen arrival of the ship’s captain. Jackson barged his way past, his chin jutting aggressively. ‘What the devil are you doing, sniffing round my quarters?’

‘Captain, I apologise. I had no intention of …’

Jackson swaggered up to him, throwing back his head. Looking at the girl crouched in the corner, he said: ‘Got designs on my daughter, have you?’

Without taking his eyes from his unwelcome visitor, he reached out and grabbed Esmee by the arm, hauling her to her feet.

‘This is my Esmeralda – well named, don’t you think?’ He twisted her this way and that, jerking her arm to make her move. Eyes lowered, she displayed herself, reluctance showing in every movement.

‘Pretty as a picture, ain’t she?’ said Jackson, sneering at his companion’s confusion. ‘Growing into a real fine gal – one that a discerning gentleman ‘ud pay well for.’

Sam’s face burned with shame. Want the girl he did, totally and utterly. Never in his life had such a powerful emotion engulfed him. It was not simply lust, it was total and utter bewitchment. He knew it was useless to deny what was written all over his face.

Pressing home his advantage, Jackson said: ‘I’m taking this pretty prize to the islands to find her a “husband”.’ His emphasis on the word indicated that the opposite was true. ‘Speaks French, she does, and the Spanish lingo. Sings pretty as a lark and knows her manners. Ripe for training she is, if you get my drift.’

Sam felt himself growing angry. ‘You are going to sell your own daughter?’

‘Sell? Come, Mr Rushworth, what do you take me for? I’m merely looking for a gentleman of culture who knows how to appreciate an exotic bird like this, someone to take care of her if ever I should be prevented …’ He raised his eyebrows and Sam knew that he was taunting him, making an offer – if the price was right.

Backing away, Sam said: ‘I wish you well, Captain. I am sure you want what is best for your daughter.’ He glanced in embarrassment at Esmeralda who was looking at him with what seemed like entreaty. He did not know what she wanted. In an effort to make things right, he said: ‘I assure you that your daughter is safe from every member of our expedition. On this I give you my word.’

As he stumbled back outside, disturbed, shaken, his mind was filled with a vision of this wild, beautiful girl. Among all his other emotions, he had an overwhelming desire to rescue her – but from what, and to what end?

Again he thought that if it had not been for his affair with Leonora Righton he would not be here, on this ship, with this beauty. The other side of himself reminded him: You were happy enough until you saw her. But now he had seen her and there was no wiping away the vision, no unfeeling the emotion that even now threatened to sweep him away.

He forced himself to think of his uncle, and in Lord Craven’s wake, Serenity, his betrothed. Serenity. So cool, smooth as thin ice and just as dangerous, threatening to pull him under.

Like cold water on hot iron, his soul steamed with the turbulent clashing of ice and fire.
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The following day several of the passengers fell sick of the flux. The illness was severe – fever, foul-smelling excrement, runny mucus, blood. Without treatment it was clear they would die.

For the first time since his encounter with Esmeralda, Sam managed to put her out of his mind. The passengers needed more of everything – water, food, medicines, blankets. He went to seek out Captain Jackson.

Jeronimo was about to retire for the night. At Samuel’s approach he stood blocking the doorway to his cabin, frustrating any chance that Sam might have of seeing his daughter. The act had a deliberately provocative air about it.

Fighting down his dislike, Sam said, ‘Captain, I must speak to you. There are sick men aboard. I hear you have given orders restricting the rations.’

Jeronimo raised a cynical brow. Sam knew that he was spoiling for a fight.

The Captain said: ‘We have a long way to go. We don’t know when we will reach land.’

Sam rose to the challenge. ‘You think it is better to weaken the passengers now, when we may make good time and arrive with provisions to spare?’

‘That’s my order.’

‘But some of the passengers may die.’

‘I never guaranteed they would all live.’

His words shocked Sam into raising his voice. Too late he realised that this was what Jackson wanted. ‘That’s unforgivable! I protest …’

‘Protest all you like. Any further insurrection and I’ll have you clapped in irons. Now, kindly go below decks.’

Sam thought fast. He had no authority to challenge the Captain. One word from Jackson and the crew would probably throw him into the bilges. This was no time for a mutiny. He tried another tack.

In a more reasonable tone he said: ‘It is my uncle, Lord Craven, who commissioned this ship. If you want to be paid, Captain, you had better treat those aboard like human beings.’

He saw the man hesitate. Suddenly Jackson grinned, but his eyes were black with malice. When he spoke he sounded conciliatory but the mocking nature of his words was clear.

‘You must understand, sir, that I am responsible for everyone aboard. Such a duty weighs heavy. If I waste stocks now, others may suffer later. However …’ He raised his voice as Sam started to object. ‘However, I do not wish the sick to suffer.’

Calling out to the mate, he said: ‘Get Mr Rushworth whatever he needs from the stores – but only for the sick passengers.’ With a smile he added: ‘The rest of us must tighten our belts.’ Then, with an exaggerated bow, he stepped backwards into his cabin and closed the door.

Sam stood where he was, feeling humiliated and angry, but there was no time to dwell on his own hurt pride. The suffering passengers needed him.

Apart from the afflicted, the lower deck was deserted. The healthy voyagers, fearing contagion, had withdrawn from the stench and were taking their chances in the fresh air. Sam could not blame them. The atmosphere below decks was foul, but he had undertaken to care for the pilgrims and care for them he would.

He did what he could to make them more comfortable: cleaning them, keeping them warm, slaking their thirsts with the cordial he had brought for his own use.

As the night progressed the wind grew stronger. Each time the Destiny dipped and tossed she added to the misery of the sick. Finally, after being flung off his feet by a sudden violent bucketing, Sam scrambled up on deck to see what was happening.

Captain Jackson, his mate and an older seaman called Ezra were standing together, heads tilted back, gazing up at the rigging. High up a sail was flapping violently in the storm. With each gust it became further entangled in the ropes, threatening to tear and blow away.

‘Who tied that?’ Jackson’s tone was terse.

No one answered.

The Destiny gave another sickening plunge, sweeping the feet from under those on deck. From all quarters men protested pain and fear. Only Jackson remained upright.

Cursing, he moved forward and began to climb the rigging, agile, sure-footed, going up and up until he looked no bigger than a gull. Sam watched tight-lipped as the Captain struggled with the sail. He felt a grudging admiration for the man.

Almost as if the wind was determined to frustrate his efforts it suddenly changed direction. An angry gust lifted the canvas and pulled it half away. As Jackson made a grab for it, the rigging sagged then tightened across the spar where he had a precarious hold. The rope formed a ruthless and ever-tightening tourniquet about his fingers.

Jackson cried out but his words were carried away on the gale. Even so it was clear that he was in trouble. After a few moments he seemed to lose his footing and for a terrible eternity he hung there, high above the deck, suspended only by his trapped fingers.

‘For Lucifer’s sake, get me down!’

Nobody moved. Time seemed to freeze and there was a horrible fascination about the situation.

Without allowing himself to think, Sam began to shin up the mast, clumsily, sick to his stomach with fear. The increasing distance between himself and the deck seemed elongated, taunting him, drawing him down so that he was afraid some devastating force inside himself would make him jump. He was terrified of heights.

Looking up, Jackson’s legs were only a few feet above him. He was flailing about, scrabbling for a foothold. Getting one arm tight around the mast, Sam reached out and guided the man’s foot on to a spar, then he eased himself higher so that he could reach the trapped hand.

The sight sickened him. Two of Jackson’s fingers were being systematically sawn away. At any moment the vicious rope would cut right through and send the man plummeting down, for he was barely conscious.

‘Hold on to me. Quickly, man, put your good arm around my neck.’ He yelled at the Captain and saw the flickering eyes as he fought to remain in control.

Taking the weight of the man, Sam used all his strength to ease the rigging just long enough to get the fingers free, all the time afraid that he might trap himself in the process. With a moan of agony, Jackson’s arm dropped to his side. One finger had gone and a second hung by a thread.

Sam heaved with nausea, having his own life and death struggle. Turning his head aside, he made his way down, first one foot and then another, guiding Jackson with him. At last hands were reaching out for them, taking the strain, lowering them on to the welcoming solidity of the deck.

Dimly Sam became aware that a young boy knelt at his side, facing away from him and towards the Captain. His mind was detached, ranging about to find some distraction that would enable him to get a grip once more on reality. He was struck by the way in which the boy was tending to his master. With wry amusement he thought that there must be some saving grace in this harsh man to inspire such loyalty.

At that moment the boy turned his head and with a jolt Sam gazed at the sweet, smooth profile of Esmeralda. In the salt-lashed gloom, her skin and soft hair were beaded with spray. A surge of excitement burst through him.

Her small, bare foot was resting against his thigh and the pressure of it was a joy. He lay very still, reluctant to end this delicious contact.

Meanwhile a sawbones had arrived. Without ceremony, he unrolled the sacking package he carried and took out a slender blade.

Realising what was about to happen, Sam’s stomach muscles clenched. He must not disgrace himself. Breathing deeply, he shakily sat up, gulping back the spittle that filled his mouth.

The surgeon said: ‘Right. Hold him down. Somebody grab his wrists.’

‘You should purify the knife first – baptise it with flame.’

Esmee’s voice was strong amid the cacophony of noise from the storm-battered ship. Men stopped and stared at her.

Before the sawbones could object, Ezra fetched a flint and a candle. Finding shelter between piles of stacked canvas, he made a light. The blade was passed through it.

With a glare at Esmee and a grunt of dismissal, the surgeon went to work.

Jackson growled his pain, swore and cursed, but even as the damaged finger was severed he did not give full vent to his agony. Again Sam was sobered by the man’s courage.

After the wound was cauterised and bound, Esmee sat back. Sam saw that she had blood on her cheek, and her canvas drawers stretched magically across her thighs. He longed to reach out and touch her. Her eyes were wide with emotion.

Along with old Ezra, she helped Jackson up and propped him against the foot of the main mast.

Impatiently he shook them off and yelled: ‘Rum!’

A jug was pushed into his good hand.

His face was alternately grey and yellow but when he spoke, his voice was strong.

‘Who tied that rope?’

Above them the storm had abated but the torn canvas still flapped. Those about him glanced at each other then away. No one was going to admit to such an error, or implicate anyone else.

‘Don’t! It was an accident!’ Esmee glared at her father.

Beneath the outrage Sam could sense her fear and his heart melted in the face of her courage.

Jackson looked at her. ‘Accident, Chickadee? A ship can’t sail with accidents like that.’ Addressing them all, he said: ‘Don’t be such fools. I shall work it out. First thing tomorrow morning, I’ll have every man flogged until I get to the right one …’

Sam wondered what it was that gave Jackson such a hold over his men. Was it just brutality? He doubted it. Men like Jackson had some inner drive, a ruthlessness that made others obey them even when it was against their own interests.

For the first time he caught Esmee’s eye and his thoughts scattered. Her eyelids flickered and she looked away from him. He wanted overwhelmingly to comfort her.

Keeping her head averted, she slipped past him and made off in the direction of her father’s cabin. He watched her go, aware that Jackson was watching him closely.

Exhaustion and shock made him incredibly tired. He would have to do something about the floggings, he would have to do something about Esmeralda, but for the rest of the night there were the sick to tend. Heaving himself up, Sam walked unsteadily back to the torments of the hold.


SIX



Alone in her father’s cabin, Esmee’s mind was awash with emotion. Thoughts of the storm, of her father’s accident and Samuel’s bravery tossed her about like a chick dashed against savage rocks. Try as she might, she could not find her way into calmer waters. But one thing above everything else weighed her down. In rushing on to the deck in her sailor’s garb, Samuel had seen her for exactly what she was, a common shameless piece of flotsam, no different from the other guttersnipes who escaped the sewers to serve as cabin boys.

In Samuel’s world surely no woman would ever parade herself in canvas shirt and breeches. Without being told, she knew that it would be viewed as indecent. Her foolish dreams of being his princess crumbled into dust.

For the first time she cursed the garments that had until that day sheltered her from notice. Defiantly she changed into the emerald gown, then to keep her trembling hands occupied she scrubbed at the bloodstains on her breeches until her knuckles were skinned. As she pounded the rough cloth it dawned on her that Jeronimo’s crude protection was all that she had.

Her turmoil was heightened by the arrival of her father, half carried into the cabin by two of his crew. With difficulty he scrambled into his hammock, nearly tipping himself out the other side. All the time he was mumbling to himself. He was very drunk.

The crew withdrew, sheepishly avoiding her eyes. She guessed that they were glad to be away from him and she glared at him with distrust.

To ease the tension, she said: ‘If you’d fallen and broken your neck, who would have looked after the ship then?’

Jeronimo took a swig from the jug he still clutched in his good hand. He belched. When he spoke, his words were slurred.

‘Me, die, Chickadee? Don’t fret yourself. I’ve got a pact with the Devil, I have. I’ll live forever.’

‘Don’t say that!’ Esmee’s insides tightened and she looked round hastily in case some beast from hell should suddenly enter the cabin.

Jeronimo grunted, thinking to himself. When he spoke, he wore a foolishly benign expression. ‘Don’t you worry. If your old father were to die, the Destiny would be yours.’

‘Mine?’ She stared at him in disbelief.

‘Who else? Now come and say thank you.’ He began to blow on his injured limb as if to cool some burning pain.

Esmee backed away, shaking her head, but already the rum had claimed him. Within seconds he was snoring.

Quickly she left the cabin and made her way to the deck. Nobody was aboard. A rash of stars splashed light on to an otherwise black world and in the ensuing greyness she could make out a school of porpoises. They travelled in formation, keeping pace with the ship, leaping like hurdlers. A few feet ahead a shoal of flying fish made an acrobatic dash for safety, some landing on the very deck of the Destiny. Esmee pushed them towards the rail with her foot, watching them flop back into the silver mayhem, giving them at least a chance of survival.

Her gown was thin but she ignored the cold. While she had been below decks someone had secured the sail and the wind, calmer now, carried them on at a steady pace. She fancied that some giant was blowing them along, his lips pursed in a continuous gentle outpouring of breath, like a man cooling his porridge.

For a while she closed her eyes and let her mind explore what her father had said. She was certain that he had only just made it up, but supposing he did die? Supposing she owned the Destiny? A whole range of possibilities clamoured for her attention but she did not follow any of them through.

Below in the hold the animals moved restlessly. Separated from them by a wall of stores, the sick men retched and groaned. In the stern of the vessel, healthy men tossed in their sleep. Esmee looked around her. Apart from the watch there was still no one in sight. Here, amidships, she was alone. She felt safe, invisible, strangely powerful.

She tried to imagine what would happen if Samuel came on deck. She could almost feel him standing next to her gazing out at the silver-flecked waves, the star-studded heavens. Perhaps he had not recognised her in her canvas clothes. But she had seen his eyes: the surprise, and then what? Shock? Disdain?

Tendrils of grey began to separate the navy blue of the ocean from the black velvet of the sky. The reality of her situation pulled her back to earth. With a sigh she made her way back to the cabin.

To her relief Jeronimo still slept and she suddenly felt overwhelmingly tired. Curling up in her corner, she tucked the folds of her gown over her feet to keep them warm and sought refuge in sleep.

Almost at once she began to dream.

Three men sat in a tavern. The cloying smell of rum and the aromatic waft of dried tobacco mixed with the stink of stale sweat. Esmee knew they were in Barbados.

Hands resting on their haunches, the men leaned forward, hungry, expectant, gazing at a girl crouched in the centre of the floor. It was herself.

With her bare feet she could feel the dusty earth beneath the rancid straw. Her skin tingled with dry heat and the smoky fumes from the fire stung her eyes. The faces that studied her were so clear that she knew she would recognise them anywhere.

The first was large and jowly, tufts of tangled black beard mingling with the mane of hair that hung to his shoulders. About his brow he wore a spotted kerchief. His mouth, half open, revealed blackened, broken teeth. She turned her head away from the waft of decaying breath.

The second was small and thin, his nose sharp as a cutlass, eyes pale and hungry in his emanciated face. Wispy hair hung lank about his neck and a large sore was weeping pus from the corner of his mouth. Esmee gagged.
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