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The old fishing village sat on the coastal shores of Maine. Day had given way to night.

What was I doing? I asked myself. Claire, you're a happily married woman to a man you love, for thirty-eight years. Why did you sign up on a dating app—an infidelity dating app, at that? And why did I accept a date with a... woman? A woman half my age and African American. Not that that was an issue, just she was so not me. Not an old, middle-class, white, suburban housewife with two grown kids. Jayla was young, energetic, and carefree... fun.

We strolled along the long wooden wharf, listening to the sounds of wet ropes creaking, rubber boat bumpers slapping against the wooden docks, the bang of metal riggings hitting the tall masts in the gentle, warm breeze, the lullaby sound of the tide lapping against pylons, slick and dark with algae and seaweed.

Above us, the moon rode high and brilliant, casting down ribbons of opal across the low swells and weathered wooden planks through slow-drifting clouds. The air was rich with salt spray and the heady smell of fish, diesel, and fried clams from the nearby shanty still serving takeout from an open window.

We paused near the end of the pier.

"Here, Claire. This is what I wanted to show you." Her voice was low and husky, sexy.

Jayla leaned on the railing. Tall and toned, she rested her arms on the rough-hewn wood, gray from decades of exposure to wind, water, salt, and sun. Beneath the flickering streetlight, I admired the lean, tapered shape of her dark arms—a deep, rich brown that glowed under the splash of amber light. Her dark, almond-shaped eyes hinted at a trace of Asian heritage. She scanned the row of small, fast-looking speedboats, passenger cruisers, fishing trawlers, and other workboats. Her hair was tied in long, thin cornrows that flowed down her back like ebony silk. Large, gold loop earrings swayed in rhythmic waves when she moved her head, winking the amber light they caught and reflected back. A thick gold chain with a small medallion rested between her small breasts—important to her, I assumed, as I noticed how she fingered it often during our dinner together.

She pointed toward the black and purple shadow of a large ship at the end of the pier. Heavy barnacles caked its hull in wide bands of growth. A moored tall ship with three masts. Jayla had said it once belonged to a pirate but was now a preserved landmark and museum.

Tourist trap, I thought wryly, but left it unsaid.

"Captain Edward Kiernan," Jayla said. "Hung in the summer of 1675 after his capture in Bar Harbor. Left to history, as was the final resting place of his trunk of stolen gold doubloons, jewelry, and other trinkets from the Carolinas, the West Indies, and the Bahamas. They say his treasure map is hidden somewhere on his ship, The Black Harlot, just waiting to be found."

"That's The Black Harlot?"

"Aye, it ’is," she said with the worst pirate accent I’d ever heard.

And it made me laugh. And that felt good.

Lights were strung along the bulwark. The port and starboard decks were lit up like some ominous seafaring mirage. A phantom ship from the past, returned to haunt the harbor again. I smiled. It was an odd sight for a sleepy little fishing village, a working port, but pirate legends had always held a magical place in the coastal towns of New England. They captured the heart of romance, the lure of hidden riches, the quest for action and adventure, the thrilling excitement that came with the search for secret treasure, and the exploration of the deep mysteries of the sea.

The boat sat heavy in the water. It was beautiful. And chilling.

"Come on." Jayla took my hand and tugged me along the pier toward the looming, dark vessel. Her hand was warm and strong. Insistent.

At the end of the dock, we came to the exhibit entrance. Closed and locked, of course. Jayla tugged at my hand again. "This way." She led me to the far side of The Black Harlot. Its behemoth bow cast a huge, dark shadow across the dock. She stepped over a wet and slime-coated rope to a plank that ran along the ship's hull. A narrow, thin length of wood, hewn with warped boards, the ends overlapped and lashed together, old and dangerous looking.

"What are you doing?" My voice low, an urgent whisper. “We shouldn’t— ”

"Don't worry." Jayla smiled. Her teeth were bright. She held a hand out. “Come on.”

I cupped my hand in hers and stepped over the rope. Doing so, I said, "That will never hold us. You have got to be kidding."

She held my hand close to her side.

I sidestepped alongside her, close. "The exhibit is closed."

"So what? Come on."

"What? This is crazy?" My heart pounded inside my chest. And my breath hitched, feeling the boards under our feet sag from our weight.

At the gunwale opening, she unhooked the chain marking the ship as off-limits. We stepped over the lip and down onto the deck, our shoes tapping against the worn boards. Midship, the restoration was incredible. I marveled at the intact glass on the portlights, the brass fittings polished, and the barrels of the great guns freshly painted, all immaculate. The smell of wood, wet ropes, and damp and worn canvas sails was a heady mix of scents, a viatic reminder of the ship's great history. Its many fought battles out at sea, its journeys under an inverted bowl of stars, struggling against the fierce elements of Mother Nature, or while in a desperate sea chase pursued by other marauding pirates or colonial authorities.

The deck stretched before me.

"Wow, Jayla." I looked around, my mouth hanging open. "This is awesome."

"I thought you'd like it."

From her handbag, Jayla pulled out a bottle of Pinot Grigio. "Perfect place to enjoy this."

"Jayla! Where'd you... "

"Nicked it back at the restaurant. When I went to the lady’s room. The wine racks. They were just right there." She shrugged and smiled. "You'd think they'd safeguard things like this better."

The girl was insane. "You keep going back; they'll have to."

"Come on." She took my hand and led me to a dark doorway, moving toward the front of the ship. I knew nothing about pirate ships, but above the ominous opening I saw the ship's wheel.

"That's called the quarterdeck," Jayla explained, ducking under the low header.

The interior was pitch black. Jayla let go of my hand and pulled out her phone, illuminating the way with its flashlight app. She grabbed ahold of a banister at the top of a set of almost vertical stairs. "Careful. It’s steep."

I looked down past her shoulder. My stomach churned, nervous and a bit jumpy, but with a thrill buzzing through me as well. We snuck aboard an old pirate ship, and now we were descending, but to where?

"The galley. It's where the crew and officers took their meals."

Though small and cramped, the cabin was ornately appointed. The ship's designers and its restoration team spared no detail or expense. But with only a row of bulkhead portholes on either side to emit the paltry wharf lighting, we were in near complete darkness except for their ghostly round patterns on the long, dark mahogany dining table, which was quite beautiful. The polished brass accents were a work of art. Overhead hung a heavy iron chandelier. Candlesticks and holders were mounted to the beam supports. In one corner, a dense collection of tattered canary yellow sails was piled in neat stacks. Pewter and silver cutlery sparkled inside the open walnut chests and at either end of the dining table.

"Have a seat, my lady," Jayla said while she took two dull pewter goblets, one with a small dent in its curved surface, from a cupboard. I watched her open the wine, wipe the goblets clean, and pour. She offered me a goblet as we took seats at the table. We toasted. "To a pirate's life."

Jayla pulled the pewter candleholder closer and stuck a candle she’d brought with her in it. Her lighter flared.

I murmured, "This is actually kind of romantic."

I sighed, caught in a strange mix of melancholy and euphoria. Feeling both happy and sad, thrilled and uncomfortable. Jayla ran her thin index finger around the rim of the cup. We sat and drank in the quiet, listening to The Harlot creak, the wharf’s distant bells and clangs of metal outside, the lapping water, and the soft buzz of an electric generator somewhere. 

The ship gently swayed as the tide rolled in.

“Are you okay, Claire?”

I gulped back a rush of sadness. "In all my years, I've never done anything this daring, this crazy, this... ”

“Fun?”
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