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The human heart has hidden treasures, in secret kept, in silence sealed; The thoughts, the hopes, the dreams, the pleasures, Whose charms were broken if revealed. 

-Charlotte Bronte
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ST. CLEMENTS MANOR

The Maryland Colony South

June 10, 1725

ANNE BONNY STOOD ON the shoreline and watched the ship sail away under the light of the moon. One of the most notorious women in the world, she was now abandoned in a strange land, left to fend for herself. She cursed the captain of the ship as she turned to look at the house overlooking the river. She was surprised he had only dumped her on the beach instead of making his way up to the house. She was sure, from the looks of the house, that there were many riches inside. She put her hand to her bosom to ensure that she still possessed her own small bag of riches.

The red-brick structure, topped with dormer windows and three tall brick chimneys, looked empty, perched on the shores of the Wicomico River. Judging by its size, architectural design, and brick exterior, Anne surmised that the house was probably built by one of the colony’s wealthier landowners, perhaps a Calvert or a Slye. Anne knew that both families had lost their heralded roles in the colony, but they owned property in these parts at one time. She and her crew knew the names of all of the landholders in the colonies though they weren’t always apprised of the latest news about the families or their estates. A life on a ship wasn’t ideal to knowing the latest society gossip. Of course, Anne didn’t care about gossip, unless it was gossip about where people kept their valuables. She once heard that Blackbeard had his sights set on raiding the Slye estate and absconding with their treasure, but he had died several years back without ever making it this far upriver.

Turning back to the shore, Anne gazed across the river out to the great Potomac and beyond to the Virginia shoreline. Unlike many women of the time, she knew the geography well. Raised on a ship and taught to navigate as well as any man, Anne had plundered and pillaged with the best of them. Only now, on this lonely shore, did she realize what that life of adventure had cost her. At only twenty-eight, there would be no future for her; that was certain. She could find refuge for a night or two in the stately, brick house, but there was nowhere for her to hide. Her picture was posted in towns from the Caribbean to Massachusetts, and though some thought she was dead, others would be out for her blood. She looked at the house. She had never seen so many windows on a house before. A palace, yes, but not an ordinary house. The sight made her wonder once again who the inhabitants were.

Anne cradled her protruding stomach. The journey from her jail cell in Cuba had been a long one, and she was quite far along now. Her last bairn had saved her from the gallows, and she was due to be hanged as soon as he was born. She just narrowly escaped her fate when a mate helped free her from her cell and hastened her to the dock. She fled to the nearest ship and hid below decks, but the captain, as fierce a pirate as her Jack had been, discovered her and demanded payment. Having no virtue left to protect, she gave him the only payment she could afford, and he gave her another nine months of misery. 

This time, however, the bairn would not be able to save her from execution, should she be caught, for the time had come for her crying out. Another pain gripped her as she stood on the shore; it was time to head inside. She knew that other women in her condition had help when their time came. The last time she delivered a bairn, in her jail cell, her dear friend, Mary, had been with her; and she in turn was there to help young Mary. There would be no help for Anne when this bairn arrived. Neither Mary nor her child had survived Mary’s crying out. There was little chance that Anne would survive hers, but she was determined to hold on, for the sake of this child, the one stolen from her after his birth in the jail cell the previous year, and the one she abandoned in Cuba, though those children surely knew nothing about her. 

Anne tested all of the doors until she found one unlocked, obviously the main door used by the family as it was around the back of the house, near where the family’s carriage would be parked. The night breeze rushed past her, ushering her into the small entryway. A carpeted runner ran from the back door to the front door, alongside a staircase, painted butter yellow. Anne went toward the front of the house where two rooms sat on each side of her. To her left, Anne saw a cozy red-paneled room, with a deep, wood-framed fireplace, recently used but cold and dark now. The room contained a sofa and comfortable looking chairs, bookcases lined with leather-bound tomes, and lacy curtains at the windows. A spinning wheel sat in a corner next to a chair with a hand-embroidered pillow. Turning to the room on her right, Anne saw the long, smooth table, a wooden bowl of cherries in the center, and long matching benches tucked under it. A grand, glass-doored hutch sat on one cream-colored wall, laden with dishes, and another wood-framed fireplace vied for attention on the far wall.

Anne quietly moved through the room toward the open door at the other end. Beyond a small corridor, she found the cooking kitchen. The large, brick fireplace held an arm, upon which a kettle hung above nested logs. A heavy cast-iron pot sat on small but sturdy feet in the bottom of the fireplace. Beside the hearth, sat a small baking oven, and Anne could imagine the smell of freshly baked bread drifting from the kitchen toward the main house. A pump was perched above a dry sink, and utensils hung from the ceiling and the walls. 

Most of what she would need, she could find in here—water, a basin, a knife, perhaps some small rags. She would also need blankets and a soft bed—things that a house of this means was sure to provide. First, though, she needed a hiding place. If she and the bairn survived the night, which was doubtful, they would need the coinage and gems she had managed to pilfer from the ship she stowed away upon. The captain was none too happy when he learned of her presence, after her escape from the jail, and was even more annoyed when her condition became known, even though he was complicit in her current predicament.  He threatened to turn her in, but that would mean coming into contact with the authorities himself. He would rather abandon her and his own offspring to die on the shoreline than turn her over to her captors. Some thought there was a code for such matters, for abandoning a pirate in need, but Anne knew that was not the case. There was no honor among thieves and no code among pirates. Every ship’s captain made up his own rules, and those could change with the wind.

Stepping carefully in and out of the rooms, Anne listened for a change in the sound of her footsteps. Her breathing was becoming labored, and the pains increased, but she refused to lose focus. Finally, she found a soft spot in the floor. She pried up the board as a spasm took hold, forcing a shrill and guttural scream to escape from her throat, nay, from her very soul. She loosened the ties on her bodice and pulled the leather pouch from its hiding place. She laid the bag inside the hold beneath the board and hastily popped the board back into place before she found her way to a grand feather bed, the likes of which she had never lain. 

It was there that she and the bairn were found the following morning, one dead, and the other miraculously alive.

June 10, 1725

Robert McMillan and his two young children returned to the manor, weary and worn. Robert’s sister, Cora, was alive, thank the good Lord, but they had to bury one of her twins. He ran his fingers through his thick black hair as he entered the brick house from the back door near the carriage path. He had to check on the hogs, having left them for the past two days, and he hoped they were well. He hadn’t had time to think about his own home and land when his sister and her husband, John, needed him so. 

“Papa.” Young Crystin tugged on his sleeve as he reached into the small under-stair closet for the boots he wore in the yard.

“Papa,” Crystin insisted. “I think she’s dead.”

“Crystin, child,” he sighed as he turned toward the four-year-old. “It was the boy who died. Your girl cousin is doing fine.”

“No, papa, the lady. I think she’s dead. And her baby, too.” Crystin pointed up the stairs.

The hairs stood on the back of Robert’s neck. Had someone come into the house while they were gone?

“Papa, please, come see,” Crystin tugged, and Robert followed her up the stairs to his bedroom.

“Mercy me,” Robert exclaimed when he saw the woman and child in his marital bed.

“Crystin, get out,” he asserted as he drew closer to the blood-stained bed.

“But Papa, is she—” 

“Crystin,” he roared before blinking his eyes and swallowing his temper and his fear. He turned to the little girl. Her eyes were wide, and tears threatened to spill down her chubby cheeks. “Dear child, go find your brother. Tell him to ride to the Boyds’ farm and ask them to fetch Dr. Stern.”

“I want mama,” the little girl said, tears sliding down her cheeks.

“Mama is taking care of Aunt Cora. Now, Crystin, go find your brother, Evan. Now.”

“Yes, papa,” she whispered before scooting out of the room.

Robert rolled up his sleeves and wiped his brow. He found a pulse on the woman, but he didn’t check the child. The baby boy was a pale, bluish color, his cord still attached to his little body. He was tiny, early perhaps, and appeared to not have taken a breath. He returned his attention to the woman. She was with fever but breathing, albeit shallow. He hoped the doctor would arrive with haste.

*****
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“YE HAS MORE COLOR TODAY.” A woman with the familiar Irish brogue entered the room with a tray of broth and a cup of whiskey. It was all Anne had been allowed to eat or drink for the past two days, since giving her son the name, Jack, and allowing permission for him to be buried out back.

“The doctor says yer to git up and move around a bit this morning.”

The thought of getting out of the plush feather bed made Anne’s head swim. She was sure it was because she wasn’t accustomed to being on land, though she supposed it could also be due to the birthing and loss of blood. She closed her eyes and inhaled the scent of the seawater that floated in on the breeze. 

Opening her eyes, she looked toward the lace curtains that fluttered at the open window. The soft, pink quilt lay at the foot of the bed, tossed aside during Anne’s feverish night. Cross-stitched samplers hung between the windows and over the bed. Closets flanked the fireplace where the night fire still smoldered in the warmth of the sunny morning. 

“As soon as yer better, the master has given orders for ye to be taken to ‘is brother’s house. Miss Cora hasn’t been able to make enough milk to feed the young’n, and yer milk should still be aplenty.” The woman prattled on as she helped Anne sit up and take the tray. 

Anne shook her head as she tried to understand the woman’s ramblings. She was going to nurse another woman’s bairn? What did they think she was? A nanny goat?

“And Miss Beth is ready to come home. She won’t be sharin’ her bed with the likes of ye.” She huffed to show her distaste for the woman in her master’s bed. “Miss Cora is awful sick,” the woman continued on, taking the quilt and shaking it with fervor out the window as if to rid it of any pests that Anne may have brought in with her. “She’s been in bed e’er since she lost her bairn. O’ course, the little girl survived, but that don’t seem to be o’ any comfort to Miss Cora. She wants both bairns. A shame, ‘tis. Her little Jenny is as sweet as a sunrise.” 

“Excuse me, but who is Cora?”

The woman stopped adjusting the covers around Anne and stood up, her eyes widening with surprise. “Why, she’s Master Robert’s sister, o’ course. She lost her bairn the day before, er, well, the day ye arrived. Out o’ her mind with grief, she is, and she’s got the other bairn to feed.”

“What makes anyone think I’m willing to feed the bairn?”

The woman frowned as she looked down at Anne. “Well, it doesn’t much matter if ye is willing or not. Master Robert says ye will do it, or the magistrate will take ye away to the gallows.”

So, they know, Anne thought. If I refuse to tend to the woman and her child, they will hang me for piracy. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She thought about the satchel under the floorboards. Had they discovered it? She didn’t know. She’d have to do what they said and nurse the bairn and listen for any talk about her satchel. She’d do what she must and bide her time until she could get back into the house and claim what was hers. Then she’d find a way to board another ship. Once she had her strength back, she’d be as fit as any man, and she’d do whatever it took to be captain of her own ship again.

August 1729

Anne heaved the wash from the baskets and piled it into the tub. She muttered to herself as she worked.

“Washn’ and cookin’ and lookin’ after that spoilt child. What kind of life is this?” she grumbled. “I should be on the high seas, commanding a ship and giving orders instead of taking them.” She huffed and tried to blow the fiery red hair from her eyes, but the tendrils stuck to the perspiration on her forehead. “It’s hotter than tarnation in this heaven-forsaken place,” she complained as she pushed her hair back with her wet, soapy hand and began scrubbing the clothes in the tub.

“Mither, what are you saying?” little Jenny asked, using the Gaelic word. It was Anne who had taught Jenny the word for a woman who parents a child, among other Gaelic words, phrases, and songs.

Anne took a deep breath and looked at the child. She couldn’t help but smile. Yes, the lass was spoilt, and Anne had a hand in that, she supposed. Her Jack had been laid in the ground, but this living child had suckled at her breast. Jenny was the only reason Anne hadn’t slit the throats of everyone else in the house and fled on the first ship that came into port. She supposed she had mellowed in the past few years, but she loved the little girl as if she were her own, nay, more than she had ever loved her own.

“I’m just singing a song from home, lassie.”

“Can you sing it to me?” the child begged, her eyes sparking with delight.

Anne laughed. “Ye ken the words as well as I do, Lassie. Let’s hear ye.”

The little girl laughed and launched into the most recent song Anne had taught her.

Beidh aonach amárach i gContae an Chláir.
Beidh aonach amárach i gContae an Chláir.
Beidh aonach amárach i gContae an Chláir.
Cé mhaith dom é, ní bheidh mé ann.
'S a mháithrín, an ligfidh tú chun aonaigh mé?
'S a mháithrín, an ligfidh tú chun aonaigh mé?
'S a mháithrín, an ligfidh tú chun aonaigh mé?
'S a mhuirnín ó ná héiligh é.

The children’s song washed over Anne as she scrubbed the clothes on the washboard, rinsed them, and hung them to dry. The little girl’s tinny voice could scarcely hold a tune, but the sound and the story of a girl asking her mother if she could go to the fair, contented Anne. It reminded her of home, a home many years gone, from which she was taken as a little girl by her father. For years, Anne was dressed as a boy and called Andy. She married her husband, James Bonny, just to spite her father, and little good it did her. Her father’s dislike for pirates and mistrust of James had them both kicked out of the house.

Anne thought about her husband and about the second man she had taken off with. Calico Jack, as he was known, was a fierce and vengeful man, but he held Anne’s heart in his palm like a fistful of jewels. She even abandoned their first-born son to a woman in Cuba so that she could rejoin her lover on the sea. 

Anne shook her head. What was she thinking? To give up her child only to lose the next two—one to the jailer and the other to the angels. Raised in Ireland as a good Catholic girl, she knew better than to do the things she had done, but she did them anyway, and she had nothing to show for it. A missing child, an unbaptized bairn, a bairn in the ground, and now the sentence of spending her days as a nursemaid and laundress. If only she could get back into the manor house. If only she could find the satchel she left behind before her time of crying out came, and the bairn was taken home to God. If only she could take the bag, find a ship, and sail to Cuba. She’d have to leave Jenny behind, but she could reclaim everything that was rightfully hers. 

July 1730

Anne tried to hide her belly as she served tea to the Mistress of the house. Never the same since the day she lost the bairn, Cora just stared out the window. Not that Anne knew how she was before. She’d only known the after. There were good days—days Cora played with Jenny, read to her, even smiled at the little girl. Then there were the rest of the days—the days she wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t dress, wouldn’t even get out of bed. Today wasn’t so bad. At least she’d dressed and come down to the dining room, but her mind was still in her bed, or in the grave with the bairn where it seemed to be most of the time. At first, the doctor had said that it was birthing sickness, that some women got that after their crying out. However, Mistress Cora never got well again, and Anne didn’t think she ever would. 

Anne had gained a new understanding for the love a mother could have for a child. Anne had not been there for any of her children. Not the boy she abandoned in Cuba to run off with Jack, not the bairn she birthed in jail, and not the child who died in her arms. Alas, Jenny had given her the gift of a child’s love, and, this time, she vowed that things would be different. This time, she would keep this bairn and shower it with love, the way Jenny had showed her she could. 

“Anne,” Cora said quietly. 

“Yes’m?”

“You can leave me now.”

Anne nodded and left the room. Neither woman looked at each other, and Anne wondered if Cora knew. What had she expected? As soon as the bairns were born, and Cora could get out of bed, she had moved from the master bedroom. She hadn’t been back since. Anne knew this to be a fact. And poor Master John. He was a healthy, virile man.  Why should he be punished for something he hadn’t caused? 

Anne stopped in the entry and stood in front of the piece of furniture with the low cabinet, a mirror on front, meant to let a woman know if her ankles were showing. She smoothed her hand over her belly. No, Master John shouldn’t have to suffer because of the disposition of his wife. And Anne shouldn’t have to suffer the curse of never being a mother. 

Anne thought about the child within her. She knew that the Master would never claim him, but he would see that the child was taken care of. And as soon as the time was right, Anne would find a way to take the child and run. She just needed to get back into the manor house and claim what was rightly hers, and now her child’s.

June 1732

“Don’t ye go near that fire,” Anne scolded Sean as he toddled away from her. She was boiling water for the wash while trying to keep an eye on her son. She wiped her brow with her apron, but it did little to stop the sweat from running down her face.

She longed for the deck of a ship, the wind in her hair, the open seas, and the endless sky. She loathed the work she did, the restrictive clothes she was forced to wear, taking orders, and being summoned to the bed of a man who cared only about his needs and not her own.

As she stared off into the trees, she heard the rattling of a carriage. She turned to see Master Robert coming into the yard. He climbed down from the driver’s seat, nodded her way, and went into the house. She had overheard that he was remarrying, his young wife having succumbed to smallpox the prior winter. He had three young children, two boys and a girl, to care for, and he was going to need a wife to help around the manor. Aileen, the woman who cared for Anne those years ago, wasn’t as young as she once was, and she needed help looking after the young’uns. 

A door slammed, and Anne inclined her ear toward the raised voices. 

“I need her,” Master John said. “What will Cora do without her help?”

“It’s about time Cora woke up and started taking care of herself,” Robert told his brother-in-law. “You’ve let her wallow for much too long. It’s not healthy for my sister or my niece for that matter. She needs to be a wife and a mother again. Maybe if you’d taken her back to your bed instead of...” He looked toward Anne.

“Watch your tongue,” John warned. “You’ve no right to accuse me of anything.”

“There’s no accusation. Everyone knows who the father of her child is. And it’s a disgrace to my sister that you’ve taken a pirate wench to your bed.”

Anne’s heart thudded. It was the first time anyone had referred to her past since she came to help Mistress Cora. She knew that her likeness was once posted on the docks all along the seaboard, but she didn’t know if any of the McMillans had seen them or if any were still hanging there. Was she being sent to prison? Was the magistrate on his way here at this moment? And why now? She had been living with Master John and Mistress Cora for six years now. Why turn her over to the magistrate now?

Anne wrung her hands as she looked at her child. What would become of Sean? Was she to lose this child, too? The only one she ever wanted?

“Anne,” Robert called. “Go, pack your things. And the boy’s.”

“Where are we going?” she asked contritely. 

“Home,” Robert said. “Now, hurry.”

“Home?” Anne inquired, picking up Sean.

“Yes, home. To the manor. Now, get moving,” Robert snapped at her.

“What rights have you got to take my servant?” John asked.

“She showed up at my house those years ago. I gave her to you when Cora needed her. Now, I’m staking my claim on her.”

Anne hurried into the house to get her things. She was going back to the manor! She was going to be able to find her hidden satchel and leave this place. Anne felt real hope for the first time since the day she stood on the shoreline, watching the ship sail away.

*****
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EACH DAY, ANNE NOTICED things about the house that she hadn’t that first time she was there. Being in labor tended to narrow one’s focus. Now that she was living in the house, Anne was intrigued by the architecture. Though no expert on anything that stood on dry land, even Anne was able to recognize that the house was unique. The foundation, which included the brick portico in the front, was a perfect square. The two rooms at either end were also perfect squares. The outside of the house formed a collection of perfect rectangles with the height of the brick walls equaling the height of the pitched roof. This all made River Terrace truly a sight to behold. 

Having lived on a ship for most of her life, Anne had always been fascinated by houses and noticed things about them. She knew enough to know that this house was unique. Aside from the geometrical architecture, she knew that the brickwork was unlike most other brickwork of the time. The chimneys were stacks of small, narrow bricks rather than the more popular large bricks that formed elaborate, and often times, ostentatious chimneys of other houses she had seen throughout the colonies. Even the bricks that made up the exterior walls were distinctive. They were laid out in narrow rows, alternating red hues, so that the house resembled a chess board with narrow dark and light red bricks.

Anne found herself in a constant state of amazement each time she discovered something new about the house and its tenants.

“How long have you lived here, Master Robert?” she asked one night at dinner. Unlike at Willow Grove, Anne took her meals with the family at River Terrace.

“Other than when I was at school, since I was a lad,” he answered. “My father built the house and the barn after we were granted the land.” 

“Did he build it himself?”

Robert chewed his cornbread, and Anne waited for his answer. She could see his tongue probing his upper gums as though a kernel of corn had found its way between his teeth. He smacked his lips and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I don’t believe so. I remember another man being here a lot at the time, but we lived in a small log house over yonder.” He pointed toward the back corner of the lot. “And we, John and I, weren’t allowed to be near the work as it was being done. We were quite young. Why do you ask?”

“Aye, I’ve traveled up and down the colonies a great many times, and I’ve never seen a house quite like this. It’s a character in itself.”

“Aye, ‘tis. My father was quite a learned man. He studied in Florence and Paris and was very interested in architecture.”

“But he was a doctor, aye?”

Robert nodded. “Aye, he was a doctor in England and then here.”

“And you never wanted to be a doctor?”

Robert lifted a brow and regarded her for a moment, his chicken leg perched in front of his mouth. “I thought about it, but finance was more interesting to me.”

“But you’re a farmer. Why farm when you could be a banker?”

“I was a banker.” A dark cloud entered his eyes. “Until Beth passed and Aileen became infirmed and unable to tend to the children.”

“Oh, yes,” she said meekly. “I had forgotten that you worked in the town before...”

Anne looked around the house, not as grand as Versailles, which she remembered seeing once shortly after it was built; though for the colonies, the house was more than simple.

“Did your mother decorate the house?” she asked, changing the subject back to a more agreeable one. She thought of the expensive lace and velvet cushions that adorned the parlor and the expertly made quilts and rugs in the bedrooms. Not her bedroom off the kitchen, of course, though even that was nicer than she imagined it would be. 

“Some of it. Beth made it her own, God rest her soul.”

“May I be excused, father?” Evan said. “I have studies to do.”

“Aye,” Robert answered. “You’ve got to keep up your schoolwork so that you can go to William and Mary next year.”

“Yes, father.” Evan took his dishes to the kitchen and returned to the room. “May I use your desk, father?”

“Aye. It’s yours for the rest of the night.” Robert smiled, and Anne found herself smiling at the man who studied at Eton and graduated from King’s College but returned to his home in the colonies. She admired how much he loved his simple farmer’s life, his family, and his grand but somehow simple house.

December 29, 1733

“When you brought me, I was of the mind that you were betrothed,” Anne said as she removed Robert’s shirt.

“You were of the wrong mind.” He unbuttoned his breeches. “I couldn’t replace Beth with any woman, and I didn’t want to.”

“And now you have me.” Anne helped him lower to the bed and removing his boots.

“Aye.” He caught her face in his hand and forced her gaze to his. “But I will not be tricked. Leave me to undress myself and go fetch me a whiskey.”

“Can you manage?” she asked, standing and taking his shirt, folding it over the nearby chair.

“I can manage. I might be half-frozen and weak with fever, but I don’t need the likes of you warming me.”

“Hmmp.” she shook her head and headed toward the door. “’Tis not likely I’d make a fool of myself over you.”

“My brother-in-law was a different story, aye?” He slid his breeches to the floor and rolled under the covers.

Anne stood still in the doorway. Without looking back, she said in a low voice, “It was your brother-in-law who took me to his bed. I didn’t ask for his hairy hands to be on my body nor for his seed to enter my womb.”

“No, though you didn’t fight back either, and I reckon you could have killed him in his sleep if you had wanted to.”

“I could have killed him while he was awake if I had wanted to,” she said calmly before going down the stairs.

Strange woman, he thought as he stared up at the ceiling. Hard worker, kind to the children, never shirks her daily chores. But she has a wary look about the eye, and I’ve often caught her gazing out on the water as if she’s waiting for a ship to come take her away. If the day comes, will she take her boy with her? What else will she take from me when she goes?”

He didn’t like where his thoughts went after that, so he closed his eyes and summoned sleep. When she returned with the hot stones that she slid under his mattress, he kept his eyes shut and forced his breathing steady. He would not defile his wife’s memory by allowing himself the pleasure of a pirate woman, but it was the pirate woman’s face that he saw in his mind as he drifted off to sleep.

December 30, 1733

The fever took hold during the night, causing Robert to toss and turn, throwing the covers off before pulling them back over himself again. His dreams were filled with memories of Beth, her smile, her laugh, her gentle ways and soothing voice. He awoke, drenched with sweat, after his subconscious mind saw Anne raising a knife to his beautiful bride. His mind, though dense with fever, was no longer clouded by uncertainty. Anne was no more than a witch who cast a spell over him, and he would not give into her wanton ways. 

When the morning dawn pierced the shadows of his room, Robert felt a little better. He could hear Anne moving about the rooms below and wondered what she was doing so early. 

Did she ever sleep? 

He eased himself to the side of the bed. Sitting up, he placed his feet on the floor and took several deep breaths, trying to stop the dizziness that washed over him. The chair, onto which he had tossed his breeches, was just out of his reach. He mustered the strength to stagger toward it and grasped the pants, pulling them to him in an urgent attempt to stay upright. Collapsing back onto the bed, he hastily dressed. He could not afford to lose another day’s work, and the boys were too young to take on all of his chores.

“What the devil do you think you’re doing?” Anne roared as she entered the room with the same tray with which dearly departed Aileen had brought Anne her meals when she lain in the bed with fever some seven years past. The maidservant had succumbed to smallpox in the fall, and he thanked God each day that his children had not gotten it themselves.

“I have work to do,” Robert feebly answered, the fever-induced headache still nagging his brow.

Anne placed the tray on the dressing table and stood in front of him, her hands on her hips. “Master Robert, you need to stay in that bed for at least another day. I will send Evan and young James up, and you can recite a list of chores to them, but you will stay in that bed.”

“They’re too young to do everything properly,” he argued but was suddenly too fatigued to stand. 

“Properly or not, they can do them. And Evan is near fourteen now, practically a man. And he’s nearly as tall and strong as you are.” 

“Papa.” Evan stood in the doorway. “I can do your chores. I know exactly what to do, and I can tell James. We’ll get it all done.”

Too weary to protest, Robert simply nodded and retreated under the covers. Anne was right. He hadn’t noticed how old Evan had gotten, though he was almost a man indeed. He could handle the chores for a day or two.

December 30, 1735

Two years, Robert thought as he looked at the ceiling. For two years, I’ve battled fever, stomach upset, pain, loss of feeling in my limbs, and sometimes the inability to walk. If only Dr. Stern knew what ails me.

“How are you getting along today, Robert?” Anne asked from the doorway.

“Not very well, I’m afraid. How are the boys doing today?”

“Oh, they’ve got everything under control. The hogs and horses have been fed. The chickens are happy. We got five eggs today, so breakfast will be a good one.”

Five measly eggs. Robert closed his eyes. My family practically starves while I lay in bed. 

“And the stores? Do we still have enough food for the winter?”

“Aye, Robert, we have more than enough. With the work you were able to do and all that the boys did this past harvest, we had a very good year. You know that.”

Robert wrinkled his brow as he thought about the previous harvest. Did they have a good year? His thoughts were often jumbled, and he was never certain that his memory was serving him correctly.

“And Crystin? Where is she?”

“Robert, don’t you remember? Crystin is here, managing the farm. She’s a smart lass, she is. She keeps things running in fine order when Evan is away.”

“Away? Where is Evan?”

Anne shook her head and looked at Robert with pity. It was a look he despised but could do little about. “Robert, Evan is home now, for Christmas, but he will return to William and Mary after the New Year. He is sixteen now. Do you not remember?”

Oh, yes, that’s right. Evan attends college now. Maybe we aren’t starving. Maybe things aren’t as bad as they seem.

Robert nodded and closed his eyes, assured that all was well.

“Will you be getting up this day?” Anne asked.

“Shortly,” Robert replied though he wasn’t sure his legs would hold him this morning.

“Very well. I will start your breakfast.”

Robert waited until Anne left the room and then managed the effort to drag his legs to the side of the bed. He sat up and took a deep breath before reaching for his cane. Hauling himself from the bed, he used the cane to make his way to the window. His gaze went to the water, and his heart skipped a beat. 

Riding the waves, and heading toward his shoreline, was a ship with a black flag. The flag depicted crossed bones over a heart. It was an ominous sight and one that Robert was sure hadn’t been seen in the Tidewater region for nearly twenty years. How had that ship gotten past both the Virginia and Maryland patrols? 

Summoning the strength, Robert made his way to the chair that held his breeches, sat down, and got dressed. What would they say when they found Anne living in his house? What would she do? She had remained loyal to his family for so long. Would she turn on them now?

*****
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ANNE SPIED THE SHIP from the window above the water pump. Her heart leapt at the sight. Would she finally be free? 

Free from what? A warm home, plentiful food, happy and loving children? Her dear Robert?

Her mind raced as her thoughts collided. This was what she had prayed for, wasn’t it? It had been quite some time since she prayed to return to the sea. Her life at River Terrace was not easy, but it was pleasant. And though he didn’t know it, and probably never would, she was in love with Robert McMillan, with his whole brood. 

She watched as the ship dropped anchor. A rowboat was lowered to the water just as the outside door to the kitchen flew open.

“Anne, pirates,” Evan breathed.

“Aye, I see them. Go fetch your brothers and sister and take them to the cellar.”

“No,” he protested. “I am the man of the house now. You will take them to the cellar. I’ll stay here.”

Anne saw the fear in his eyes even as he straightened his spine and tried to look like the man he was becoming.

“Evan, go fetch the others quickly. We don’t have time to squabble. I might,” she faltered and looked away. “I might know how to reason with them.”

Evan looked at her for a moment before turning to go. He hesitated and looked back. “It’s true then, aye? You were one of them?”

“There’s no time for prattle. Go, now.”

Evan nodded and hastily went to fetch the others. Anne watched the men climb from the boat onto the shore as she listened to the children hurrying into the cellar. She breathed deeply, wringing her hands, and tried to think of what she would say and do.

“Are you going with them?” Robert asked quietly from the doorway. Anne turned to face him.

“My life is here now. I do not wish to go...” She let the sentence trail off as she looked away.

“But they might insist,” he finished the sentence for her. 

“The children are in the cellar. Perhaps you—”

“Don’t. I’m not hiding in my own house.”

Anne nodded before reaching for the guns above the fireplace. She handed the rifle to Robert and kept the pistol for herself.

“This one is for distance. It would be better if I held the—”

“No,” Anne said. “You keep back. I will talk to them.” She hid the pistol under her apron and opened the door. Squaring her shoulders, she went out into morning sunlight to meet the visitors.

*****
[image: ]


ROBERT’S WEAK AND TREMBLING legs betrayed him and gave out as he watched her walk out the door. He cursed as he grabbed the nearby butcher’s block and tried to steady himself. The rifle fell to the floor. Grasping his way across the room from the butcher’s block to the pump, he watched through the window. He held up his spyglass to get a better look.

He was intrigued by the looks of the men. Some wore hats while others wore kerchiefs around their bald heads. Some were covered with tattoos, and a few had piercings in their ears. They all wore leather boots and carried weapons at their sides.

Anne stopped and called out to them. He couldn’t hear what she said, but the men halted. There was an exchange of words taking place, and Robert wished he knew what was being said. After a few moments, Anne nodded and turned toward the house. The men followed. What was going on?

*****
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ANNE LED THE MEN TOWARD the house and prayed that he didn’t know. Did he? Could he? She had aged ten years, and in the time since, she had borne two children and helped in the raising of four others. Her skin was the pale color of her youth, not the ruddy, sun-kissed complexion of her wild years. The thing he surely could not see was the softening of her heart. Did it show in her eyes? Were they not the same as they had been back when he was one of her crew? She walked in front of them, careful not to look back at Mad Matthias Hawkins.

When Anne opened the door to the kitchen, Robert and the rifle were gone. She hastened to the broth she had begun brewing for the mid-day meal. 

“I’ve got broth cooking. You could use that on a cold day like this.” She stood tall, hoping she looked defiant, and refused to look at the men as she ladled the broth into a wooden bowl. 

“Surely, you’re not alone in this house.” The man pulled a lock of her red hair from her kerchief and lifted it to his nose.

“Aye, for the morning. My master and his family will be home for the noon meal.” She hoped that would dissuade them from staying.

“Your master, you say,” another man said. “Not your husband.”

“No, my husband is dead.” As she spoke, she felt the cold stare of Mad Matthias. 

“Aye, he is,” Matthias said. “More than a decade now.”

Anne froze, her hand suspended above the pot. She felt the tension in the room rise but held fast in her spot, refusing to turn around or acknowledge him. With a shaky hand, she ladled more broth into the bowl.

“And who might that husband be?”

“’Twas Calico Jack himself,” Matthias said. “Me ole cap’n.”

Hot broth splashed on her dress as Anne’s arm was grabbed, spinning her around. The bowl fell to the floor, spilling broth on the smooth stones.

“Anne Bonny,” the man smiled, his missing front tooth giving him a menacing, lop-sided grin. “Well, well. By all accounts you’re supposed to be dead.”

“Not by all accounts.” Matthias took an apple from a hanging basket and biting into it. “I heard she made off with a heavy sack of gold before jumping ship and swimming to the mainland, disappearing into the cliffs.”

Not quite, but too close for comfort, she thought.

“That’s ridiculous,” Anne retorted. “Do you think I’d be serving broth and tying nappies on bairns if I had a sack of gold.”

The man with the missing tooth looked around the kitchen and laughed. “Nice try, but a sack of gold would be more than enough to build this fine house and furnish
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