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The novel Star-Crossed was born at sea during my three weeks as voyage crew aboard HM Bark Endeavour, the 20th century Australian-built replica of British Captain James Cook’s 18th century three-masted ship.

In writing this story I explored what it might have been like for a young woman in the 18th century to change her life: to respond to the circumstances of biology and fate by completely reinventing herself aboard ship. 

Although it’s a work of fiction, I have attempted to maintain historical accuracy. Real events and real historical persons are used as setting and characters. Alexander Hamilton was born on the island of Nevis to Rachael Faucette Lavien and James Hamilton under circumstances similar to what I’ve portrayed. The Richmond was a real frigate, Captain Elphinstone was her commander during the Cuban invasion, and British sailors were sent ashore to help the army take the Morro Castle in the historic siege of Havana. 

Eighteenth century merchantmen and British Naval ships did indeed carry women—wives, girlfriends, passengers, prostitutes, laundresses—even though the Admiralty had rules on the books prohibiting it. Children too, were commonly found aboard ships. Some were born on the passage and some went to sea at an early age for the livelihood.

According to numerous sources, some women really did enlist in the British navy and army in male disguise, just as women posed as men to enlist in the American Revolution and later the Civil War. Numerous accounts tell of women who worked for months, and in some cases years before being found out. These imposters worked alongside their fellow compatriots, carried out their duties sufficiently, performed bravely in battle and were only discovered to be female after being wounded in the line of duty. The artifice may have occurred more often than has been recorded, simply because some women may have successfully carried it off without ever being detected.

Though the work was hard and not without dangers, a ship provided room and board, a livelihood, and a chance for adventure for men and women alike. In fact, it still does. 

—Linda Collison, 2006.

Author’s Note, 2025

Following the acceptance of Star-Crossed for publication by Knopf in 2005, I began writing the sequel, Surgeon’s Mate. Although Star-Crossed received good reviews and was a New York Public Library Book for the Teen Age in 2007, Knopf wasn’t interested in publishing a series—but Tom Grundner of Fireship Press (Tucson) was. A few years after the publication of Star-Crossed I obtained a reversion of rights and Fireship Press published the trilogy as Patricia MacPherson’s Nautical Adventures. 

Since Tom’s passing and after the dissolution of Fireship Press, I have made some small edits to the original Star-Crossed manuscript and am releasing them as Star-Crossed, the second edition, copyright © 2025. The overall narrative hasn’t changed but over the past twenty years my perspective has.

Allow me to reintroduce Patricia and relate how she became Patrick... 

Preface

November 1760 

Portsmouth, England

I came aboard with the prostitutes the night before the ship set sail. It was a rash scheme, but I was a brash girl with nothing to my name but a promise. 

Half of Europe was at war, but the grappling between kings held little interest for me. Though the conflicts were far-flung across the globe, my troubles were of a much more personal nature. My fear was not that England might lose her place in the world, but that I might lose mine. 

I had spent the last ten years of my life at the Wiltshire Boarding School for Gentlemen's Daughters. It had been just three months since my father died, leaving me alone with no means of provision. He did leave me one hope—his remark that I would one day inherit the Hatterby Estate in dowry. The very West Indian sugar plantation where I was born, and where I lived the first six years of my life. The estate where he died (in reduced circumstances; he was too fond of the horses, I fear). This wish he expressed in a letter he wrote to me when I was thirteen, a faded and oft-folded leaf of paper which I now kept in my pocket along with a bit of hard cheese.

I had so much to gain. The West Indian Isles were the richest little mounds of earth on the globe, a string of emeralds in a tropical sea. Britain had laid claim to her jewels, the French to theirs. The Spaniards, the Danes, and the Dutch had grabbed their share too—and all guarded their possessions jealously, for men were making great fortunes from sugarcane. All the civilized world was mad for West Indian sugar to sweeten its coffee and tea. 

As for me, I wanted not wealth so much as a home. I was single-minded, yet quite naive. I held a girlish conceit that if only I could get to my destination, everything would somehow work itself out. With Father dead, I had not a penny to my name. But I was willing to sell my last favor if it would get me aboard a ship bound for Barbados to claim what he had promised me.
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1

"God's blood Henry, can't you row any faster? If we don't get there soon, they'll be too bloody drunk to lift our skirts." 

The old trollop smelled strongly of spirits. In the darkness I couldn't see her features, just a moon face beneath a wind-lashed bonnet. There were perhaps a dozen of us in the open boat, though I never bothered to count. 

The oarsman's oath was lost on the wind. 

"Take us alongside the nearest vessel, that little merchantman just ahead," the old woman said.

The ships in the roadstead stretched like a forest; hundreds of masts swayed on the Channel's black swell. Lanterns winked from the portholes and disembodied voices carried across the water. The wind scattered the clouds, spilling a weak wash of moonlight on the vessel we were headed for. Shivering, I pulled my cloak close.

"That's a collier, I'd wager," the woman next to me said, her elbow sharp against my side.

"All the men o' war in Portsmouth and we have to climb aboard a dirty little coal barge," came a girl's thin voice from up in the bows. A very young girl, by the sound of it. 

"Do we care what she carries as long as her men have specie in their pockets and are randy to spend it?" The old tart laughed, but no one else did. "Besides, I know this boat, I know her well. She don't carry coal, she's been converted to a West Indian trader and is off to the Caribee at first light. You'll make some money here tonight, girls, mark my words."

I knew nothing of ships or their cargo, though this one did look rather tubby and blunt-nosed, the closer we came. And not so very large. I wondered with a sudden panic where exactly I would hide.

A gust snatched my hat off my head and I reached for it, too late. It flew away, tumbling on the wind. It was only a bonnet, and an old one at that, but it tore my heart to see it go. My head felt naked without it, and I covered my ears with my hands. 

We drew up alongside the vessel, bumping into her side on the choppy swell. 

"Ho! What's this?" a voice called out from above us in the ship's waist. "Why, it's a bumboat full of sweethearts, lads! Our wives have come to bid us farewell!"

A deep huzzah rose up from the belly of the ship. I followed the girl ahead of me, taking hold of the rope with shaking arms and scrabbling up the footholds in the hull of the vessel, catching my foot in the hem of my petticoat. I was almost to the top when a pair of strong arms grabbed me and lifted me over the rail and onto the deck, bussing my cheek as he did. I couldn't bring myself to look at his face, but his breath reeked of liquor. We were then herded like goats, down the companionway.

In the flickering candlelight below I couldn't see how many men there were, but by the sound of it, all of them were drunk. They leaped toward us like a pack of dogs, knocking over sea chests, scattering dice and tankards. 

Everything was happening too fast. Molls spreading themselves out on the sea chests like higglers displaying their wares, the men fumbling with the buttons on their baggy trousers. No flirting, no bantering; just rutting as if it were a barnyard. 

Fear rose in my throat; I couldn't go through with it. I bolted for the companionway, but a sailor blocked the steps, a bawd astride his lap. Her shabby dress was bunched up about her waist, and her bare legs flashed white in the candlelight.

"Come here, girl," a man's voice purred in my ear. "Come give old Earnshaw a taste of your pudding." 

His toothless face leered at me in the yellow light, his eyes rheumy, bloodshot, and unfocused. His breath stank like rotten cabbage. I backed away, but his hand grabbed my skirt and the seam ripped. Like a mole, I scurried for the darkness, stooped behind a hogshead on the larboard side, then crept forward along an iron firehearth that still warm from the evening meal. I had no idea where I was, only that it was dark here.

The darkness, at first so flat and featureless, began to take on dimension. My sensation of confinement gradually reversed itself; now it seemed I was on the edge of a cliff, inches away from falling off into the blackness. My head spun and the illusion was so real I dug my fingers into the canvas, holding on. And so I lay awake, heart knocking, until the debauchery ceased and stillness crept in like a fog. Somewhere a cock crowed.
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I awoke to stamping feet, groaning hawsers, and the rough singing of men as they worked to raise anchor. Knowing we were getting underway cheered me, and the busy sounds were a welcome distraction from my discomfort.

I had never in my life known much discomfort, at least not the physical sort. Until my father died my biggest hardship was having to sit indoors for hours, fumbling at French grammar or banging at the harpsichord when I would have preferred to spend the entire day on horseback, cantering over the Salisbury Plain. I had always been happiest when out-of-doors with no other company than my horse. Riding like a banshee, leaping over stone enclosures, breathing the smells of bruised grass and warm horse lather.

At the Wiltshire boarding school few girls sought my friendship. The teachers told me I was too abrupt in my speech, too aloof toward my classmates, and far too hoydenish to attract the attentions of a marriageable gentleman. A lady may learn to ride horseback, yet she wasn’t supposed to relish it. But I convinced myself I didn't care what anyone thought of me. Only my father's opinion mattered. 

We were daughters of privileged gentlemen, all. Yet we measured one another with a keen yardstick to determine who was higher-born, who had more worth, who could make the best match. Every year my position hovered just beneath the mean, for although my father was the son of a baron and not some grasping merchant-made-good, I was not his legitimate issue; he didn’t give me his name. To my chagrin and everlasting dismay I was born Patricia Kelley, not Patricia Hatterby.

There were plenty of natural children in the Wiltshire School for Gentlemen's Daughters; after all, secluded country boarding schools were exactly the place to put such inconvenient offspring, if one had the means. I wasn’t the only one without her father’s last name. 

Perhaps if my mother had been well bred herself, instead of a servant girl from Ireland, I wouldn’t have felt as disadvantaged. Or if I had been a great beauty, charming and demure. I wasn't. I had too much height and not enough bosom. Too rash a temper and too sharp a tongue, I'd been told by my schoolmistresses. My temper and tongue seemed to work of their own accord; I could manage neither. Hot words sometimes burst out of my mouth, scalding even me.

Early on I decided that England held nothing of importance for me. The Caribbean isles made allowances for quirks of nature and winked an eye at society's rules. I'm certain that's why my father got on so well there. I always believed that someday I'd return to Barbados and live on the estate, though the idea of a husband never seriously entered my mind. I was complacently virginal, an eighteenth century Artemis. Father's little Patra. During my years at boarding school I spun an imaginary cocoon and waited, for I knew the day would come when my father would send for me. Never did I dream he would die before I could get there. 
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I slept, woke, and slept again. I knew not what day it was or how much time had passed, only that I had boarded the ship on the night of November 21, 1760. The long moments were marked by the rhythmic slap of water, the creak of the pumps. Regularly a bell would ring, some sort of timekeeping system, but I couldn’t work it out. 

Hunger cramps tormented me. I nibbled at the cheese I had brought aboard, tied up in a bundle under my petticoat. It tasted salty and smelled as bad as my surroundings. Tang of pitch, moldy flax, the acrid piss of rats. My clothes were damp, my skin itched, my legs twitched. Feeling around my immediate surroundings, I discovered a small cask filled with nails that I emptied into a heap. A perfect chamberpot. 

On occasion the fiddle sawed and the men sang, and it cheered me. I hummed with them, softly, just to hear my own voice. Once I heard the trill of bagpipes, a forlorn sound that seemed to carry all of the world's heartbreaks in one thin tune. 

I tried to sleep, to dream the time away. Recalled my early years on the sugar plantation but did not know if the memories I held were real or not. Vague images: a ticking clock on the first floor landing, the creak and hum of the windmill, the strong rot of bagasse. Perhaps they were only fancies my father fashioned for me in his letters. My dearest little Patra... Alone here in the dark I began to wonder if anything was real, anything but this blackness. I slept, I woke, I slept again. 

A sudden rustling beside me—I gasped as something jumped onto my bed of mouldy canvas. Good Lord, a cat! Merely a cat. My heart hammered for several minutes.Peering into the darkness, I found I shared this hole with not one cat, but a tribe of three. I was glad for their company, however mangy and flea-ridden they might be.

"Here kitt, kitt, kitty." I unwrapped the dwindling block of cheese. They devoured the crumbles I gave them—and later brought me the heads of rats they had dined upon. To pass the time I whispered to my feline companions in French. I was never very good at pronunciation and grammar, but they took no notice of my deplorable accent. They curled their paws underneath them and blinked. 

Above us the men went about their work. Scraping the decks, hauling on halyards, their voices calling out in lusty rhythm. Hearing them thrilled me deeply in a way I did not understand. They made a powerful sound—vibrant, masculine—and I longed to be a part of that sound. The same way that looking at a masterful painting made me want to enter it. 
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I slept again, and when I woke it was to a new motion. The vessel was pitching and slamming into the waves with such force it seemed it would break apart. The wind shrieked in the rigging, amplified by the wooden hull; it must've been blowing a gale. The cats retched, heaving up the vile contents of their stomachs on my bed of sails. I was flung about and became so sick I thought I'd die—indeed, wished for death. Miserable, frightened, I longed for sleep so as not to be awake when the final moment came.

Amazingly, I did sleep.When I awoke the seas were calm and the cats were gone. Had I dreamed the storm? Close at hand I discovered a flask of water and a bowl of porridge. No dream, these. Apparently I had been found. 

2

A blade of light penetrated the darkness.

"Awake? Thought you might sleep to Madeira." 

With the light behind him I could see only a silhouette. His voice had a roughness to it, like a cat's tongue. His northern accent was of the poorer class. My nose detected a whiff of tobacco, tar, and warm sweat. 

Scrambling to sit up, my head banged on the overhang.

"Who are you?" My voice was shrill and I struggled to control it. 

He seemed bemused. "That is my question for you."

“Patricia Kelley," I said with as much aplomb as I could manage.

He waited, as if expecting more.

"I'm a passenger. Unaccounted for, perhaps."

"One of the wharf girls, are you?" 

"Certainly not. I only came aboard with them." 

"If you're not a molly, what then are you?" He inched closer, as if for a better look. 

"I am Sheldon Hatterby's daughter,” I said proudly. “The late Mr. Hatterby. Of London and Barbados." 

"Never heard of him." 

"No, I suppose not," I sniffed with as much indignation as I could muster. "He was the third son of Lord Avebury of Whiteparish." 

"Well, now I suppose you’ll want me to bow and scrape." He grinned. 

"Please don't mock me." Apparently my father's name had not impressed him in the least. "I'm not royalty, but I'm not a streetwalker either."

"How old are you, miss?"

"Seventeen." I stretched the truth a wee bit for my seventeenth birthday was still a fortnight away. 

"Brian Dalton at your service," he said, touching his brow with exaggerated deference. "Neither lord nor gentleman am I, but a gunner and acting bosun's mate of the merchant ship Canopus. And this would be the bosun's locker you’re holding court in." 

"Was it you who brought me food and water?" 

Brian Dalton put a blackened finger to his lips. "I'll not admit to it. You’d best lay low if you wish to stay with us."

Though grateful for his kindness, I couldn't bring myself to thank him. My pride seemed to be the only force keeping me together. "This ship is going to Barbados, is she not?" I demanded.

He laughed. "A fine time to be asking that. Aye, we're going to Barbados. But if the Old Man finds out there's a stowaway on board, he'll likely put you off in Madeira."

"No." I refused to entertain the possibility. "He cannot."

“Aye miss, he can. But no one wants to go to the West Indies. At least no one in his right mind."

"Why?"

"Too bloody hot. Full of fevers and disease."

"For some, perhaps, but I was born in Barbados," I said. "I lived there on my father's plantation until I was six."

"Is that so?" 

He knelt down so that we were nearly face to face. I realized he was about my own age, perhaps a bit older; it was hard to determine in the dim light. He had a sturdy nose and wore his dark hair pulled back in a tail, save for one damp lock that had come loose and fell over his eyes. Thick, dark lashes. Dark eyes, and shining, but with pleasure or mischief? 

"A Bimshire princess, are you?"

"You are mocking me still," I said. "I tell you I was born there, I have property there, and if you'll keep me on I will eventually pay for my passage and make it worth your while. Perhaps you'd like a position. Are you handy with horses? Can you manage the servants?" 

"I'm no farmhand, Princess. Ships' ropes are my business, not horses or servants. I was thinking the reverse. I was thinking you might like a job on the ship."

I met his sparkling eyes. 

“What sort of work?" 

"Oh, there's no end to the work aboard a ship. The rigging, for one, always needs tarring," he said, scratching his stubbled chin. "My lady, how handy are you aloft with a bucket of pitch?"

I shot him the most withering look I could manage, under the circumstances. 

The gunner's smile flashed across his face. “Princess, I like your spunk.” He then picked up a coil of rope and backed toward the door. "With your permission, my services are required on the fore t'gallant yard. G'day." 

As suddenly as he had appeared, he was gone.

In spite of his teasing, I felt the dark eyed sailor was on my side. After all, he had fed me and emptied my chamberpot. I hoped he would not change his mind and reveal me.

Hours past, I have no idea how many. Someone opened the small hatch almost above my head and a bit of light and fresh air flooded in. I could better hear the men above me on the foredeck, their good-natured swearing and boasting. Singing as they worked, with ribald words and unforgettable tunes. When the hatch was closed again I felt more alone than ever. Time crept. 
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The door opened and Dalton appeared, tossing a bundle of clothes at me.

"Don these," he whispered hoarsely.

"What? Why?" 

"Hurry now and I'll take you on deck for a breath of good air."

“Are you mad? I can’t go on deck, I’ll be discovered.”

"Trust me. It's after midnight. Most of the watch has nodded off and there’s no moon to reveal you. But just in case the Old Man pops his head up on the quarterdeck, you'll be less of a sore thumb. Dressed as Jack."

"Jack?"

"Jack—Johnny—a common sailor," he said impatiently. "Now step lively, we haven't got all night." 

He turned his back while I crawled out of my hiding place and undressed, changing into baggy trousers stiff with tar, a well-worn flaxen shirt, canvas jacket, and a woolen cap. They smelled of him. Tobacco, tar and sweat.

“Lively,” he urged.

I followed him out of the cramped locker and up on deck, where a wet wind filled the sails, driving us through the darkness. The moon and stars were not to be seen. I leaned against the rail breathing in the spray in deep, grateful gulps, dizzy with my new-found freedom. 

The gunner took me by the elbow, for I had no sea legs and felt wobbly in the knees. He bade me hold onto the rail while he tugged on ropes as thick as my wrist. Tightening the braces and lifts, he explained. I wondered how he could be so familiar with each rope in the darkness, for there were so very many; a maze of them overhead. They all seemed to terminate on the rail of the ship where they were coiled in tidy loops, hanging from pins and timberheads. The ropes were the domain of the boatswain or "bosun" as he pronounced it. The bosun and his mate reeved, tarred, and mended the miles of hemp rigging that supported the sails that drove the ship.

I liked the grand orderliness of it all. The complexity, the strength, the beauty of it. She seemed a living being, Canopus. I could hear her breathe and sigh, I could feel her joints creak as she moved. A ship was a thing built by men but bigger and better than any man. Able to transport me, to fly me home. 

Looking around me, I saw another man leaning against the foremast. His arms were folded across his chest, his head bent forward, bobbing with the motion of the ship. 

Dalton put his lips near my ear. "That's Earnshaw. He's a fine one for sleeping on his feet. Sets the standard, he does. But he's a good topman, even if he is getting up in years.And he can lead a fine chantey."

"Where are the others?"

He jerked his thumb astern. "Cunningham is at the helm, Quixote's aloft. Doughal and Hans are on the focs’l having a game of cards, and Mr. Kent, the first mate, is down below."

"So few men to sail the ship?"

He laughed, a soft sound through his nose. I could feel his breath, warm against my cheek. 

"Only seven men to a watch. We're a merchantman, not a bloody naval warship."

We crossed to the starboard side of the ship. I was glad for his arm, for I lurched like a drunkard. 

"Look, do you see that light way out there? That's one of our convoy, the Godspeed, I would wager." 

"How many ships are we?"

"Ten and three. All merchantmen but chartered by the navy for this run."

"All going to Barbados?"

"Aye. Barbados, then to Antigua, then back to England.That is, if the French don't catch us."

"What would they do to us?"

He shrugged. "Rob us of everything and send us to rot in a French prison, most likely."

"Do you always assume the worst?"

He laughed again. "That's not the worst, Princess. They could save themselves the bother and feed us to the sharks."

Dalton made me stay in the ship's waist by the cannon while he went aft to the quarterdeck to check the mizzen rigging. I heard him speak to the man at the helm, heard their low, easy laughter. Heard the groan of timbers, the rattle of blocks and hempen rigging, the steady rhythm of water against the wooden hull. I would've loved to have curled up there on deck with a blanket until dawn, but Dalton sent me below to my hiding place, where he shared with me the remains of his supper, a lump of tough salt beef and a mouldy biscuit. I was much too hungry to refuse. 

He left without asking for the clothes he had lent me. I kept them on; they were much more comfortable than my petticoats, corset and silk gown. 
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The gunner came for me the following night and every night after that. I looked forward to his arrival; knowing he would come back kept me from going mad or giving myself up. Each night the air grew warmer and clearer, revealing the heavens as I had never seen them in England. Dalton introduced me to the sky as a map, a gigantic storybook. He pointed out bright stars and constellations, the characters who played their part on the midnight stage overhead. I learned to recognize Orion the hunter, rising in the east, and Taurus, the red-eyed bull. To the south, Argo Navis, a great ship with its brilliant star Canopus, for which our own vessel was named. These were things I’d never learned in school. 

The ship Canopus was another world, with more working parts than I ever imagined. Even before the moon rose, the stars shone brightly enough to illuminate the sails. Courses, tops'ls, t'gallants, stays'ls, sprits'ls—Dalton taught me the names of each one and explained the puzzle of sheets, halyards, clews and buntlines that worked them. I wondered at how much he knew, for I had always assumed that sailors were an uneducated lot—all brawn, no brain. 

It was only with Dalton’s help that I was able to endure the dragging hours hidden away. I lived for those fifteen minutes each night when he took me on deck to breathe the clean sting of salt and gaze up at the geometry of canvas against the ink sky.
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The locker door opened with a crack, startling me out of a sound sleep. I knew immediately it was not the bosun's mate. The door was flung wide and the harsh light of day penetrated my hideaway. The cats fled.

Footsteps grew closer. I closed my eyes, like a child in hiding, and my heart beat so hard I thought it would be heard. A hand touched my face and I gasped.It was a small hand. I felt hot, quick breath upon me. 

"Pray tell, a dead man!" 

I said nothing. 

"Identify yourself immediately," the little voice commanded. "If you are alive. Or I shall call my superior officer!"

I opened my eyes and saw a fair face with round, wide eyes peering at me. A little boy. 

"I am quite alive, thank you," I said. "Although nearly expired for the want of a decent meal and a proper bed." 

The child gasped. "Why, you're a girl, aren't you? A stowaway girl!"

"I beg your pardon sir, but I am a lady. A gentlewoman. Traveling incognito."

"Incognito." He said the word slowly, as if tasting it.

"It means to be in disguise," I said.

"I know what it means. Of course I do. Incognito." The boy regarded me with intense curiosity, as if he were examining a bug or a toad.

I thought of what might I say to keep the impertinent little whelp from revealing me. 

"My name is Patricia, what's yours?"

"William Young," he said, puffing himself up. "They call me Young Willie. Lieutenant Molesworth is my uncle and he's in command of this old coal carrier. But did you know? We're not carrying coal at all; we're carrying cannons and powder! We got enough powder on board to blow up a fleet of ships. Kabooom!"

"Gunpowder?" I hoped I wasn't lying atop it.

"The hold is packed with it," he hissed in my ear. "Gunpowder and shot. Crates and crates of muskets, all for the West Indian forts."

"Indeed?"

"Did you know, miss, that someday I'm to command a ship. A man o' war with a hundred guns. I'm going to be an admiral, my Mama said." 

"Admiral Young," I said. "Yes, it has a nice ring to it.Master Young, you are destined for greatness, I am certain." 

Willie sighed, my sarcasm above his head."Yes, but right now I'm just the cabin boy."

"A cabin boy. Well one must start somewhere, I suppose. And how old are you?"

"Eight.Well, nearly so.I say, are you armed, madam?"

"Armed? No." 

"I didn't think so. Neither am I. Although Lieutenant Molesworth says I may wear a dirk on Sunday."

"That must be quite a sight."

“You remind me of my sister," he announced with a child-like leap in thought. How old are you? Emily is sixteen but wishes she were eighteen so she could marry Mr. Longley."

"Is that so?Listen, Master Young, I beg you, please don't tell anyone you've found me here. If you keep this our secret, when we get to Barbados—” I was just about to make a wild promise when the door opened again.

"What the devil is keeping you Willie?" a man growled, hunching over as he stepped inside the locker. The figure approached us. I held my breath as Willie stood, mouth agape, unable to speak. "I asked you to bring me a sack of oakum. Why, what's this? By Jove, a stowaway?" 

Before I knew it I was hustled out of my dark hiding place by two red-coated marines and dragged up the stairs into the blazing light of day, straight to the foot of the quarterdeck to face the boy’s uncle, Lieutenant Molesworth, and the ship’s captain.

Lieutenant Hugh Molesworth of His Majesty's Royal Navy was a finely chiseled man with a nervous tic that caused his face to contort in spasms. He was perhaps five-and-twenty and dressed in fine clothes and silk stockings. His kid shoes, just inches from my face, were immaculate. In a blather of words I rushed to explain myself, to convince him I wasn’t an ordinary stowaway but a gentleman’s daughter fallen upon hard times. The lieutenant interrupted me with a stamp of his foot. "I will not coddle illegal passengers of either sex, Miss Kelley, and I do not care who you claim your father was." His left eye winked in rapid succession. 

"Where did you get those clothes? Have you stolen them?"

"They were my brother's," I said, keeping my eyes down. It was the first thing that entered my head. 

"A likely story," the lieutenant snorted. "You say you are a lady and your father the third son of a baron, yet your brother is a common sailor?" He pressed his forehead between his hands and squeezed his eyes shut. 

"Until we make Madeira you'll be confined. Please see to it, Captain Blake." 

"The hold is completely full, sir, and every cabin occupied," the man called Blake said gruffly. Though he apparently held a position of importance aboard the ship, he wore no wig and did not powder his iron grey hair, tied at the nape of his neck in a Hessian tail. "We have no place to confine her."

“Find one,” the lieutenant said. 

Blake's weathered face, ploughed with creases, deepened in color. "With all the cargo and your entourage on board, we've nary the room to imprison a cockerel." 

Lieutenant Molesworth turned on him, his eyes glittering. "Then what do you suggest we do with her? Put her in the hen coop?" 

"I'll see if my wife can look after her," Blake grumbled.

"Make certain your wife keeps her out of mischief." Molesworth pursed his blue tinged lips and looked at me with disdain. "Give the little tart something useful to do. See that she is kept busy and out of the way." 

And so I was handed over to Mrs. Mary Blake, a woman past her prime but big with child. Her lying-in must be near, I thought, for her condition was quite apparent beneath the brown serge gown she wore; a plain dress, rather out of fashion and worn shiny at the elbows. Her eyes lit up when she smiled and her face seemed to crack into a hundred fine lines like an old porcelain plate. Mrs. Blake was kind to me and treated me graciously, inviting me to have tea with her.As if I were a guest instead of a stowaway. 

I changed into my own clothes, damp and soiled though they were. Pinned up my hair as best I could. Sat down at her table and looked around the simple, sparsely furnished wardroom. 

Mrs. Blake poured from a silver pot, almost as nice as the tea service I was accustomed to at boarding school. This was a welcome improvement from my previous accommodations in the bosun's locker, and I was glad for the ritual and the small talk that accompanies a cup of tea.

The captain’s wife stirred a lump of sugar into her cup, explaining how her husband owned the ship in partnership with his brothers. He was a merchant captain.

"Canopus was built to carry coal but the Blakes are merchants and drapers, not colliers. We bought her in need of repair and refurbished her.She serves our purpose well." 

"Don't you miss your home?"

Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. "My dear girl, this ship is my home. I have no other."

I asked if it was unusual for a female to accompany her husband to sea.

"Not if you love your husband and want to be with him," she said with a conspiring smile. "I’m not the first woman to set up housekeeping afloat. And believe me, most men want the company of a female no matter what they might say to the contrary. Why, even the navy allows its men to have their women, though they are given no extra allowance, not so much as an extra weevil infested biscuit." Mrs. Blake sipped at her tea, her eyes twinkling over the cup.

I thought the navy was cruel and said so.

"Ah, but they don't see it that way. The navy must answer to the Victualling Board." Still, the smile. A wise and superior smile, as if she thought herself not just a merchant's wife but a woman of some importance. 

"Women aboard ship aren't listed on the muster books, you know." 

"And why not?" I demanded. 

"Too costly. To the navy we're not souls, just seagoing chattel. Little luxuries a man brings aboard at his own expense. Jack's warming pan at night." She winked as if sharing a great secret. "But my lot is better. My husband is part owner of this ship and he commands it, not the navy. He is shipmaster and captain. Though for this run the navy has chartered us and we must do as they bid."

"Why would the navy charter a private vessel?"

"Why, my dear, what warships and transports they have are spread thin. All over the globe, they are. Protecting our shipping routes and our colonies from the plundering French. ‘Tis rumoured the Spanish are about to declare war against us too." 

Britain had been at war with France for several years now, fighting over colonial possessions. But beyond these most basic facts, I was woefully ignorant of political issues. A young lady's schooling did not include topics like warfare or the workings of governments. 

Mrs. Blake laughed. "I'll admit, Miss Kelley, I'd much rather be carrying linens and woolens, but money is money and the British Navy pays well." 

The pregnant woman was full of surprises. She wasn't just the captain’s wife, his warming pan at night, but she acted as the ship's purser as well. It was she who provisioned the ship, kept records of stores on board, and sold the sailors their tobacco, rum, and slops, which was the seaman's word for work clothing.

"I've never heard of a female purser," I owned. 

Mrs. Blake waved her hand, a red hand with ragged nails. "'Tis no great thing. I know how to stretch a shilling like any good housewife, and I've a good head for lists and figures. Although I must say, I have saved the Blakes a pretty penny over the years. You see, they don't have to pay a man to do the work I do for nothing." Though she was modest there was a gleam of satisfaction, nay pride, in her eyes. 

"You’re in need of a decent meal, I’m certain,” she said. You'll sup with Captain Blake and I tonight. Mr. Kent, the first mate, and Dr. MacPherson will be joining us."

"I've caused you trouble enough, I shouldn't intrude on your meal." Though ravenous, I was afraid to face the captain again in such an intimate setting.

Mrs. Blake seemed to understand this intuitively. "He'll have a soft heart for you, don't worry. But we must find you something clean to wear. And your hair, we must do something about your hair." 

I was mortified. After ten days in the bosun's locker my mane of hair was a tangled, salty mess and most likely infested with fleas. My best feature was my hair—red-gold, thick and curly.

I had never been a beauty, never even dreamed of it. A Viking of a girl I was, with broad shoulders and great long legs. My fair skin had been ruined early on by freckles, which seemed to multiply on their own accord and my chin had already developed a firm set to it, giving my face a stubborn air. I had been told many times by my schoolmistresses to smile pleasantly and often, if I ever hoped to attract a man. But I scorned their advice, for I had no need of a man. I had my father, after all. 

"More tea?"Mrs. Blake offered.

Lieutenant Molesworth, he seems hateful of me," I said as she refilled our cups. "Do you think he will put me off the ship in Madeira?"

The captain’s wife pursed her lips and the smile left her eyes. "I cannot say, but you should prepare for it, yes."

My stomach churned. I simply must stay with the ship. Perhaps Mrs. Blake would know how this might be accomplished. I felt I could trust her, she was so kind to me. But at that moment there was a clattering on the companion steps and Young Willie burst panting into the wardroom.

"I've come for the captain's glass. Madeira is in sight and it was I who first spied it from the masthead." 

Madeira, so soon? It was only after Willie left and I felt Mrs. Blake brushing my hair so determinedly, so patiently, so thoroughly, only then did I feel my veneer of strength begin to weaken. My eyes stung but I held back the tears. 
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Supper was a simple meal of boiled beef and pudding, served with claret and quickly eaten. We sat at a dimly lit table rimmed with wooden edges to keep our plates from sliding into our laps, which they surely would have. I had to wedge my foot against the table leg for balance; the table itself was bolted fast to the deck. I was famished, but ill at ease, worried about my fate.

Conversation was kept to a minimum; the three men seemed intent upon their food, for which I was glad. I could hear the creaking of the tiller ropes that connected the wheel to the great rudder that steered us, and the clatter of the nanny goat's hooves, as it scampered across the deck above. 

Mr. Kent excused himself and left the table. It was then the captain cleared his throat and fixed me in a penetrating glower. 

"Tell me now, Miss Kelley. Why have you sneaked aboard my ship? 'Tis unlawful and the consequences are grave." 

I hung my head."Sir—Captain—I beg your forgiveness but my situation was desperate."

He forked the last bit of meat on his plate. "How so?I'm told you are a gentleman's daughter."

"Yes but my father is dead, these three months." 

"I am sorry to hear that. But he made no provision for you?" 

The ropes groaned as the helmsman made a correction. I wondered how to begin. 

"He left me no money. But he gave me a promise." 

"A promise?"Blake's voice was skeptical.

"Yes, sir." I managed to choke down a bite of meat with a sip of claret. "His estate in Barbados."

"A marriage portion then? A dowry?" He continued to chew and I could hear the clicking of his false teeth.

I nodded. "Of sorts." 

"And have you any suitors?"

I gulped some more wine. "Not presently. No." 

"I see."He cleared his throat."And what of your mother?"

"I hardly remember her. She died when I was six." I didn’t elaborate, for I was ashamed to admit my mother was but an indentured servant from Ireland. My father’s housemaid.

"Hmmm. A pity. Was there no one then you could to turn to? No interest anywhere?"

"None." 

"Then how have you been keeping yourself?" 

"I stayed on at the school in Salisbury for as long as I could, but they had no permanent place for me." 

"And you had no influence through your father or his family? No relatives to take you in?"

"No, sir.” I did not say that my father had died in greatly reduced circumstances. That he had fallen behind in his financial arrangements for my keeping. Very far behind. And although I was his dear little Patra, I was not a legitimate heir in the eyes of the law. My father never married my mother, for he had a proper wife back in London. A lawful wife; a wellborn lady who would not acknowledge my existence. 

Captain Blake chewed and chewed. At length he swallowed, wiped his mouth with his linen, and cleared his throat.

"Lieutenant Molesworth has chartered this vessel and he intends to put you off in Madeira," he announced, his grey eyes boring into mine.

“My father’s estate is my only hope. If I can just get there." 

"We should make landfall tomorrow," Blake said. “You should prepare to disembark.” 

"John, this is your ship, is there nothing you can do?"Mary touched his arm with her hard, worn hand.

He sighed. "I'll speak to Molesworth but I don't know what good will come of it. Until we deliver the goods he is commander of this vessel, not I." 

For several long minutes there was nothing to be heard but the noises of the ship and the scraping of spoon and fork against plate. I pushed the remainder of my food around, unable to swallow another bite.

The ship’s bell rang three times and Captain Blake excused himself to go on deck. My hopes sunk.

"More wine, Miss Kelley?" Dr. MacPherson, the ship surgeon, asked. 

MacPherson was a big Scot whose once-red hair was now bleached, like a frock left hanging too long on the line. I wondered if mine would be that colorless some day. His eyebrows, though pale, were thick and straight, giving him a rather fierce expression. 

As he poured the wine I saw his pink, splotched hand, the size of a country loaf, and I marveled that he could manage a lancet without maiming the poor patient. He looked old enough to be my father. 

MacPherson was one of Molesworth's retinue. Because the lieutenant preferred to dine alone in the great cabin, the ship’s surgeon had been taking his meals with the merchant officers in the wardroom. MacPherson’s proper title was “Doctor.” Besides being trained as a surgeon, he had a degree in medicine from the University of Edinburgh. 

There was quite a difference, for a surgeon was but a tooth-yanker, a blood-letter, a bone sawyer, a seamstress of flesh. A handyman as opposed to a learned man. Surgeons were good enough for most navy ships, but Molesworth insisted on having a physician, a medical doctor, and he paid for the difference out of his own purse. Although his job was mainly to attend the lieutenant, MacPherson was required to treat anyone on board who required his services as part of the contract. 

As there were only the three of us left at the table Mrs. Blake attempted to engage us in conversation, but to no avail.The doctor wasn't one to waste words and I wasn't in a sociable mood. He excused himself and left the two of us alone.

"It's a lovely evening," Mrs. Blake said. "Would you care to join us on deck? Dr. MacPherson pipes the sun down and the men all sing. 'Tis the best part of the day."

"No. But thank you for the invitation," I added lamely seeing her disappointment.

"Are you certain? Lieutenant Molesworth is taking his supper in the great cabin," she added. "He won't come up."

"I'm tired," I said. Though in reality I was uneasy because of my tenuous situation. 

"Poor child, of course. Why, you must be exhausted," she said, her kind face nearly causing me to crumble. "Let me help you hang a hammock and you can get a good night's sleep."

I hadn't been called a child in some time. Did I really look so young? 

Apparently I was to sleep in a seaman's hammock in the same cabin where Mr. and Mrs. Blake slept. She stood on a sea chest and showed me how to lash it to the timbers. Then she gave me a pillow, a blanket, and one of her own muslin shifts to sleep in.

"Try and get some sleep. Perhaps Providence will intervene for you." Mrs. Blake pulled the door shut, leaving me alone in the darkening cabin. Above I could hear the bagpipes whining and the men singing in unison. It was a poignant sound, too true to bear.
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The clanging of the ship's bell woke me. Eight bells. The ringing every half-hour was a rhythm that I had become aware of while hidden away in the bosun's locker, and Dalton had explained the code. Beginning at noon the bell was struck every thirty minutes, each time once more than the last.Every four hours—eight bells—the watch changed and it began all over again. Eight bells; midnight. The middle watch.

I slipped to the floor and pulled the shift over my head. Stepping into my canvas trousers and man's shirt, I felt a thrill in my gut. This was the time of night I was accustomed to going on deck. The Blakes' hanging bed rocked with the ship, as if on a breeze. Quietly I opened the cabin door and went out, up on deck, into the night. I was hoping to find the bosun's mate.

He was waiting for me at the lee rail. we stood there a while without speaking. He packed his pipe with tobacco.

"Molesworth is putting me off in Madeira," I said.

Still he said nothing. Just lit his pipe with a slow match and took a long draw. "They say we make port tomorrow."

"Aye, that's true. And then what will you do?" He turned his head to blow his smoke.

Suddenly I was angry with him, unreasonably angry. That this man who once looked out for me, brought me food and water, now did not have a plan. But Brian Dalton was only a seaman of the poorer class. He had no influence, no more than I.How could he possibly intervene?My life seemed to be falling like a net around me. I looked up to the sails, stiff with wind.

"I want to go up there." 

He nearly choked. "Aloft? Why? Are you daft?"

"Take me."

I felt a sudden need to escape the confines of the ship. It was as if I was trapped, pinned down by some invisible force. 

"But you can't climb."

“I can," I said recklessly.

"You're a girl. A lady, I should say." 

“And what of it?" I challenged. 

"Do I look like a fool? Do I look like a simpleton? No, I won't take you. You'll fall to your death.”

"I won't, I promise. Show me how." I caught his eyes, felt the spark between us, and knew then he would do as I bid. 

At last he looked away and sighed. 

"Bloody hell. Take your shoes off."

"My shoes?"

"Do as I say," he said. "You can't go aloft in shoes, you'll have no purchase. You'll climb in bare feet or you'll not climb at all."

I fumbled to remove them and hurried after him to the windward chains.

“Watch me and do as I do.”He sprung up the ratlines, fast and sure as a gazelle.

Taking a deep breath for courage, I grasped the tarred shrouds in my hands and followed. The ratlines dug deeply into the soles of my feet as I climbed after him. I didn't dare look down. Above me the mast swung like a pendulum. 

Dalton was already on the platform called the fighting top, grinning down at me. He looked so at ease up there. So this is what it's like to be a boy, I thought, my legs moving freely in their loose seaman's breeches. No stays to constrict my chest, I could breathe deeply, fill my lungs to the brim. I've always been a hale sort, strong and sure-footed, more suited to riding than to needlework and conversation. 

"What do I do now?" I stood at the base of the futtock shrouds, where the rigging supporting the upper mast jutted out at a frightful angle, around the fighting top. Well above the deck now, I could feel the wind pressing against the backs of my legs. 

His laugh was merry and made me bold."Go back down, I suppose. Or cheat and come up through the lubber hole."

"How did you get there?"

“Like any red blooded sailor does. I climbed the futtocks. Much too hard for a princess, I'm sure," he taunted. 

"Why, you devil!" 

Spurred on by his challenge, I reached for a new handhold and continued to climb, almost upside-down now, like an opossum or a tree sloth. The ship rolled as if to toss me off, but I held on tightly and pressed on, heaving myself over the edge of the fighting top and flinging myself onto the relative safety of its platform. Dalton stood there grinning at me.

"Well now, you've gone this far. But you're only half way. Do you want to go higher still? To the top of the mast? The t'gallant?"

"Of course," I panted, frightened yet elated. My fingertips tingled and I could hear the blood pounding in my ears. 

Now the ratlines narrowed to barely the width of my foot.The higher we climbed the greater the arc the mast made as the ship rode the swells. Dalton waited for me at the crosstrees, where there was barely room for one of us, much less two. Yet I squeezed onto the timber beside him, my arms entwined in the rigging. Looking down at the deck, at the sea, at the courses and stays'ls awash in moonlight, I felt sharply aware. My throat was raw; each breath stung. 

So this is how a bird sees the world. How easy it would be to fall. Merely let go the ropes and wait for the next roll of the ship to carry me. This was not a fright but an epiphany. That someday I would die, yes, but right now I was quite alive on the edge. 

"I must be off my head," he said.

Standing so close I could feel his chest moving as he breathed. That we were both alive at this moment, and knew it, seemed a remarkable coincidence.

Halfway back down, on the fighting top’s platform, we sat to catch our breath. 

"You did well," he said. "But I shouldn't have taken you. It was foolish of me."

"No." I touched his arm. "It was magnificent. Thank you for taking me. And for befriending me." 

A smile broke through and spread across my face; I couldn’t hold it back. Grinning at the sailor, all breathless and wind-whipped, I felt like anything might happen. 

“‘Tis my pleasure,” he said, pulling me close to him. I offered my mouth to be kissed and found his lips eager.

Above us the wind sang in the rigging, a keening dirge, reminding me of my fate.Tomorrow I was to be put off the ship. 
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Madeira loomed, a dark mountain robed in mist. 

The foredeck was a busy place as the men readied to anchor. Dalton was out on the larboard cathead preparing to drop the bower. Two other sailors were laying out the hawser, pulling it up from the locker below and laying it in a long, back and forth fashion along the starboard deck. They laughed and cursed as they worked; their forearms rippled and glistened in the sun, just now breaking through the morning clouds. There was an excitement among them I could feel and at that moment I wished that I might trade places with one of them. Any one of them. Though a sailor's life was rugged, it seemed to be without complications.

This was the hour I'd been dreading. The lieutenant sent Young Willie to fetch me to the quarterdeck. Willie swelled with self importance and had I not been so distraught I would have pulled his little queue or pinched his pink ear for being the smug messenger of my fate. 

The deck was crowded, everyone busy with the task of coming into harbor and anchoring. Captain Blake had a folded chart in one hand, a spyglass in the other. He and Mr. Kent were discussing the approach they should take on entering the harbor. Dr. MacPherson stood at the rail, gazing at the mountain. He had his bagpipes under his arm, as if he were preparing to pipe us into port. Each man busy with his own concerns, yet I was sure all eyes were on me. 

The morning sun shone brilliantly. Even under his fine, three-cornered hat Molesworth was squinting, his face twitching. I looked away quickly, down at his polished shoes.Noticed his perfect stockings, not a snag or a pill or a stain.His slender, well-shaped calves.

"Gather any tawdry belongings you might have brought aboard," he said to me. "You'll go ashore in the second boat. A marine guard will escort you."

"Escort me where, sir?"

He glowered at me, the spasms of his face re-ignited. "To the authorities, Miss Kelley," he said with dry disdain. "Where would you presume to be escorted—to a ball, perhaps?"

I dared to look into his dancing face again. A face that had a life of its own. 

"What will become of me, sir?"

"I suspect you'll be treated as any vagrant," he sniffed. "Sent back to England on the next mail packet, most likely."

"But—”

He stamped his well-shod foot. "It is none of my concern what happens to you, let me make that perfectly clear. You chose your fate when you came aboard, and I'll not have stowaway strumpets on this ship."

I burned with shame and anger. Could not move, could not see a thing but the hot, white sun.

"Lieutenant Molesworth, might I have a word with you?"

It was Dr. MacPherson's voice, booming across the quarterdeck. 

Molesworth joined him at the rail and I couldn't hear what was said, just the
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