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1. The Pirate Life
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Evening of the 22nd of October, 1720

It had been an absolutely perfect day and Anne Bonny, too wound up for sleep, leaned against the rail and watched the stars popping into the darkening sky above the palm tree silhouettes on the beach a hundred yards from their anchor.  The merchant brigantine they encountered this morning was the biggest prize they had ever taken, and her captain hadn’t even hesitated about giving her up.  Once the skull and cutlasses, Jack Rackham’s signature flag, had been raised and Captain Jack bellowed out his orders for her to heave to and prepare to be boarded in his authoritative, English gentleman’s voice, she simply stuck her colors and complied.  Calico Jack was currently the most feared pirate captain in the Caribbean; the man who had not only dared to stand up to the infamous Charles Vane, but had actually deposed him of his ship.  Since he was also known for his compassion to those who surrendered to him without a fight, nobody would ever consider resisting him.  As such, he was at the pinnacle of his pirate career and the antics of his crew screaming and waving their cutlasses as his ship closed in on its prey served simply as an encouraging prop with the implied threat of violence.  This show was an activity which Anne both participated in and thoroughly enjoyed.  Only eighteen years old and having been on board for just two months, Anne had seen very little actual action and still clung to the romanticized view of the life they were leading, a life that she had first heard about from James Bonny, the husband whom she had left behind in New Providence.  Her eyes closed in conjunction with the wry smile emerging on her face as she contemplated how James had simply been the first step of many that had brought to this point in her life where she had risen to being the mistress of Captain Calico Jack Rackham.

As a child, Anne was very much a tomboy who idolized James Bonny, the neighbor boy from the farm next door who was six years older than her.  He so impressed her with his tales of plans for adventure and freedom from the structure of civilized colonial life, and she was so envious of him when he took a commission in the Royal Navy and went off and fight the Spanish.  

By the time James returned to Carolina following the death of his father, Anne had grown into a rebellious fifteen year old, steadfastly refusing to ‘grow up and act like a lady’ in defiance of her father, and refusing to entertain suitors for her hand.  James became a different sort of suitor, however.  Instead of promising a nice house with servants and soirees, he enthralled Anne with stories of the tremendous opportunities to be had in the West Indies and told her that he was not going to take over the affairs of the family farm as he was expected to.  Instead, he had sold his inheritance and used the proceeds to purchase a ship which was being outfitted in Charleston.  He was about to join what he called the myriad of ‘adventurers’ who were plundering the crowded merchant lanes through the islands of The Bahamas.

“You mean, you’re going to become a pirate?”  Anne gasped.  “Isn’t that dangerous?’

“Not at all.  When the war started the English abandoned The Bahamas so the routes through them are unprotected, and Nassau on New Providence Island is completely run by pirates.  When I was serving we never even bothered with pirate ships because our mission was to focus on the Spanish or the French.  Piracy throughout the Caribbean right now is unfettered.”

“But what about having to fight to get a merchant to give up its cargo?”

“Generally, no fighting’s involved,” James laughed.  “For the merchants it’s just a cost of doing business that an occasional haul gets lost to pirates, and anyway they get the money back from the insurance company.  Nobody wants to get hurt, so as long as the pirate looks like they can take the cargo if it came to a fight, a fast ship with at least four cannons and a dozen men, captains just heave-to and step aside.”  He grabbed Anne’s shoulders and spoke directly into her eyes.  “Imagine it, Anne.  The wealth and the freedom to do as we please.”

William Cormac, Anne’s father, did not share his daughter’s enthusiasm for James Bonny’s new career.  Horrified that a neighbor was intending to become a criminal, he insisted that it was his civic duty to turn James in to the authorities.

“Then you’ll be condemning me, too,” Anne screamed at him.  “Because I’m going to marry James.”  She glared through the wild red hair that was now covering half her face.

“You’ll be doing no such thing, young lady,” he growled back in brogue, standing with his hands firmly on his hips.

“Oh no?”  Anne was defiant.  With both hands she pushed her hair back and held it tightly behind her head and jutted her chin towards her enraged father. “Just what do you think you can do about it?” She snarled.

“As your father, I forbid it.  I do not give you my consent.”

“Come on, father.”  Anne dropped her hair and swayed her head from side to side while feigning a grin.  “You’re hardly in a position to call on protocol.  My mother was the housemaid when you got her pregnant and when you refused to give us up your own mother sided with your wife.  The three of us left Ireland with you in disgrace.  Well, don’t forget, I’ve got your same pig-headed blood in me.”

“I’ll grant you that, my girl, but forget how we got here and look at what I’ve accomplished since.”  He spoke with a controlled voice and spread his arms.  “We own one of the largest rice plantations in Carolina Colony.  I’ve got you all set for a great life, Anne. You’ll see that once you’re grown up.  Until then, since I know what’s best for you, you’ll be doing as you’re told.”

He raised his right hand before Anne could raise her voice in protest and waved a menacing index finger at his daughter’s forehead.  “And that will be the end of it.”

That, however, was not to be the end of it.  Anne Cormac ran away with James Bonny that night and they were right away married in Charleston.  Now Anne Bonny, she and her new husband excitedly set off for their honeymoon on a newly provisioned pirate vessel headed for New Providence.

As soon as the newlyweds landed in Nassau it became clear that life in The Bahamas was not going to live up to their expectations, however.  James’ timing couldn’t have been worse; with the hostilities with Spain in the Caribbean now over, England had decided to reclaim her lost colony.  Woodes Rogers, the newly appointed governor of The Bahamas, had shown up in New Providence with a small fleet of British warships just a few weeks prior to their arrival and quickly put an end to the easy pirate life that had been thriving there.  Rogers offered amnesty for all, provided they renounced their pirate ways, and most accepted.  Of the pirate captains who declined, all but Charles Vane quickly left the island chain fearing reprisals from the formidable forces now entrenched in the former pirate stronghold.  The governor’s determination to completely eradicate piracy in the colony caused him to then focus the majority of his efforts against the only pirate who dared to refuse amnesty yet still remained at large in The Bahamas.  Consequently Charles Vane was quickly captured and thrown in prison at the naval base in Port Royal, and Rogers delighted in making an example of him.  

As a result of The Bahamas being once again established as an English colony the Bonnys, instead of basking in carefree high life, were forced to live frugally in order to preserve what money they had brought with them until they could figure out what they were going to do.  Returning to South Carolina was not an option that Anne would even consider; she would tough it out and somehow get to the life she wanted, the life that James had promised her.

James eventually managed to earn some income by running cargo to and fro between New Providence and the trading posts at Harbour Island, but with so many ex-pirates around it was a competitive run and he barely made enough to meet their basic needs.  The only solution was that Anne had to also find employment, so she became a barmaid at The Queens Arms.  It was there that she eventually met Calico Jack.

Anne closed her eyes and thought more about Jack, who was sound asleep in the cabin beneath her.  He didn’t start out as a pirate, in fact his career at sea began when he joined the Royal Navy as a junior officer and rapidly worked his way up to second in command as a highly regarded lieutenant.  When the War of Spanish Succession ended in 1714 he was offered the captaincy of a naval sloop to patrol the English coast based in Portsmouth, but the call of adventure overwhelmed any desire he might have had to return home.  So, like many others who had served in the Caribbean theatre, he resigned his commission to seek his fortune in the new world.  A competent seaman and natural leader, Jack Rackham soon found his place when he was recruited as quartermaster of the Ranger, the pirate brigantine captained by Charles Vane.

Most of what Anne knew of Jack’s old pirate days came from the stories she heard about him while working at The Queens Arms.  By that time he was no longer a pirate, having accepted the king’s amnesty he was living richly in New Providence off the proceeds he had obtained from his escapades.  Woodes Rogers had willingly turned a blind eye to the origins of Jack’s wealth because having such a previously notorious figure at large supported his ambitions.  Calico Jack was Rogers’ trophy, proof of his success in re-establishing Colonial order in The Bahamas.  Jack Rackham’s complicit presence in New Providence cemented the law abiding nature of the town.

Calico Jack’s celebrity status also guaranteed that he should not want for female attention, but curiously he was most discriminating in what he considered to be suitable companionship.  Anne wondered about this, but all she was able to find out about his proclivities from the local prostitutes was the general opinion that “Jack likes to be with women with whom he can be rough.”  Wanting to know more, she asked her boss, Mary, about him.  

“Ah, you see, Jack has no need to seek out any sort of conventional type sex because he gets that at home,” Mary explained.

“You mean, Jack Rackham is married?”

“Not technically.”  Mary was clearly amused by Anne’s innocent comment.  “But quite practically, if you follow my meaning.”  She looked at Anne quizzically.  “You really don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?”

“Jack’s my man,” she said proudly.  “And I love him dearly.  But I’m a lady and so not to be used by anyone, not even him, the way some men like to use women.”

“So, so you tolerate him with other women?”

“A man has his needs.”  Mary smirked.  “Especially Jack.  But it’s just lust, nothing more.  So if that’s what it takes to make him feel satisfied who am I to deny it to him?  Jack’s wonderful to me, and I have both his respect and his tenderness.”  Mary rocked back and forth.  “And I’m the only one who truly knows that side of him.”

Anne had been raised to be a lady where sex was an activity engaged in by a husband and wife who, presumably, loved each other.  Lust, she was taught, was immoral.  It was sex for the wanton pleasure of it; not of the lovemaking kind.  Such carnal appetites also seemed to belong exclusively to the province of men, and therein lied the utility of prostitutes.  She considered this to be a most unfair arrangement.

Since Anne was married her experiences with sex must, therefore, have been of the lovemaking kind.  They were pleasant, but they also left her wanting.  Could sex of the lust variety be that different, she pondered?  But as a married woman she certainly wasn’t in any position to find out.  Certainly, the opportunities to do so came up nearly every day that she was working at the tavern, and there were two men in particular that she rather fancied, but Anne took her marriage vows seriously.  With both she and James working so hard to establish a life in New Providence, Anne recognized it was her obligation not to put that at risk.  Curiously, even though they were married there had never been a mention of love between them, and Anne never considered James in that way.  The concept of love was abhorrent to her.  Anne’s father had told her about how he had loved her mother and the subsequent agony from it he endured after her death.  He went on with life physically, but would not love again.  Anne never wanted to experience that pain and determined to enjoy life and all of the adventure it brought without ever having to deal with the ‘terrible agony’ of love.  

“But aren’t you jealous about Jack being with others?” Anne asked Mary.  “If I found out my husband was seeking the attention of other women I know I’d be furious.”

“Jack and I have no room for jealousy in our lives, it’s an unhealthy emotion.  People don’t own each other, you know.  A healthy relationship is based on trust where the partners are open with each other and in spite of that still choose to be together.  The only thing that could damage such a relationship would be if someone lied.”

This conversation with Mary was causing unsettling mental gyrations, and as she continued to compare her situation with Mary’s, Anne began to realize that something was very wrong.  Mary and Jack were not married, yet they were clearly in love with each other and were fully open and honest in their relationship.  Anne and James, on the other hand, were a married couple, but her fidelity to him was based on obligation.  She would never be able to tell James about her annoyingly unshakable fascination with Jack Rackham, and whatever it might be that he liked to do, that she was harboring.  Without the life of adventure James had promised, this marriage she was bound in was nothing more than a burden to her.  It wasn’t that Anne was jealous of Mary, in fact it was quite the opposite.  Anne did not want anything to do with the loving stable life Mary had with Jack; that was the situation that her father was trying to force her into back in Carolina.  The life Anne wanted was one of carefree abandon, and she was starting to realize the frustration that she probably also wanted it fueled by lust.

“So, how is it that you and Jack are together in the first place?”  Embarrassed that this thought had suddenly become vocal, Anne turned her suddenly glowing face to one side.  “I mean,” she fumbled, “You both seem so different.”  Teeth pressing against her lower lip she peeked up at Mary’s amused expression.  Anne’s implication, how could a man like Jack be with such a conventional woman as Mary, was transparent.

“It’s all right, Anne,” Mary laughed.  “We do seem an unlikely couple, don’t we?  That’s because you’ve only seen us here in town, but this is a new life for us that we’re still getting used to.  The truth is, Jack and I have been through a lot together over the years, ever since he recruited me to be a part of his crew when he was the quartermaster aboard the Ranger.

“What?”

“What you don’t know, Anne, is that I used to be a soldier.  You see, from an early age I was raised as a boy.”

“Wait, you were raised as a boy and served a soldier?”  Anne paraphrased in disbelief.  “How...?”

“I had a brother, Mark, who was only a year older than me, but he was very sickly and died when I was a baby.  My mother’s husband, who wasn’t my father, was a merchant captain who had been lost at sea so his mother was paying a stipend to my mother to raise the boy.  Mark was sickly and died, though, so rather than be cut off from the flow of money she had me become Mark.  This afforded me an education, and when I became of age I joined the army and ended up fighting against the French in Flanders.  I became quite good with a sword.”

“So, how is it that you managed to transition back into being a woman, and lady at that?”

“Well, I was always a lady inside.  My mother did a good job in raising me that way.  Unbeknownst to my fellow soldiers, I’d become very attracted to a man that I was serving with.  My tent mate, actually.  When the war ended there was a big celebration and everyone got drunk, and that night I lay back on my bunk with my shirt open so he could see my breasts.  He came over to me and wanted me, but I told him that I had no interest in just sex.  I’d witnessed too much debauchery while serving alongside men to want any part of lasciviousness, but I was interested in being courted and treated like a proper lady.  Long story short, we left the army, got married, and ran a small country inn together.  It was a wonderful life, but after just a year he became sick and died.  I couldn’t handle the place by myself, and there wasn’t much opportunity for me in the world as a woman.  I’d had a taste of the perfect life with a loving husband and I was determined to find it again, so I decided to return to being a soldier and in order to earn an income I headed out for the new world.  You see, with my background just any man wasn’t going to do it for me, or accept me.  A man for me needed to be an open minded adventurer, and I figured that the colonies was where I was most likely to find him.  So, back to being a soldier I joined the crew of a merchant ship headed for the West Indies, but we were attacked by pirates along the way and the captain chose to try to fight them off.  That’s when I met Jack, right after the pirates boarded us.  He and I were fighting pretty hard when he told me that he admired the way I handled a sword, and that instead of killing me he’d rather offer me a life if I’d join the pirate crew.  It wasn’t quite love at first sight, but pretty close.”

It then dawned on Anne who it was that she had been working for these past months.  This seemingly harmless townswoman and innkeeper, was, in fact, Mary Read, an infamous pirate in her own right.  She had lived the very life that Anne was yearning for, but Mary had given that up when she had taken the offer of amnesty.  Try as she might, at that time Anne just couldn’t understand why.

While initially barely perceptible, the repetitive nature of the clanging sound in the distance had become louder and it suddenly shook Anne back out of her dreamlike state and back into the present.  She gripped onto the stern rail and strained her eyes through the darkness to see where the noise could be coming from.  The new moon didn’t cast enough light to make sense of what appeared to be a moving shadow.  Was it another ship?  There was definitely something out there, and it was possibly moving towards them.  She quickly scurried down the stairs to the captain’s cabin and roused Jack, who immediately rushed back up to the quarterdeck with Anne closely in tow.

“What do you see?”  Anne asked Jack excitedly as he focused his spyglass back and forth.  “Is it a ship?”

“Aye, it is,” he responded.  “But I can’t make much out other than it’s heading this way.”  Jack lowered the spyglass.  “Sound general quarters, Miss Bonny,” he ordered.  “It might be nothing, but we’d best get under sail fast just in case.”

Anne ran to the bell hanging from the mast, grabbed the clapper rope, and swung it back and forth as hard as she was able.  She stared back at Jack who was now standing at the rail and barking out orders to the men as they reported in.  Diligently continuing to ring the bell, she began to recall in her head the series of events that had led up to this day, and how wonderful it was that she had been included in the crew when Jack Rackham and Mary Read decided to return to their old trade.  It really all began in Nassau earlier that year, the day when Anne Bonny first walked into the Queens Arms looking for a job.
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2. The Queens Arms
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March, 1720

The boisterous waterfront street in New Providence was a most unusual place to find a fashionably dressed seventeen year old lady, but these were unusual circumstances.  Eyes focused dead ahead, she ignored the catcalls and pushed her way through the throngs of dockworkers, stopping only to catch her breath when she arrived at the front door of the Queens Arms.  It would have been so easy to simply lay the blame for this mess on her husband and go back to her father’s plantation in Carolina colony, but Anne Bonny refused to entertain that ridiculous thought.  She wasn’t giving up the dream, and she certainly wasn’t going back.  Anne’s elopement with James had been her means to escape the confinement of a structured life, and her running off with him to The Bahamas in search of adventure had been as much her idea as his.  It was simply unfortunate timing that political change coincided with their arrival in New Providence, and that the lucrative opportunities that had made Nassau a runaway’s haven for so many years had so abruptly come to an end with the arrival of Woodes Rogers, the governor of the Bahamas.  What at six months ago had seemed such well laid plans had obviously been, in retrospect, little more than naïve wishful thinking.  

Composed, Anne pushed open the heavy oak door and entered the dimly lit Queens Arms.  She paused for a moment to allow her eyes to accommodate, and then, refusing to make eye contact with the dozen or so men sitting at tables who were ogling her, she walked deliberately up to the bar.  “Excuse me, madam,” she addressed a woman, at least ten years her senior, who was busily drying mugs and hanging them on pegs.  “But would you be so kind as to direct me to the proprietor of this establishment?”

“He’s rarely here, miss.”  The woman hung up the last mug and turned to face Anne.  “But I run the place.  How can I help you?”

“I’m seeking employment,” Anne rested her fingertips on the bar.  “And, um, was wondering if you could use an additional barmaid here?”

The woman studied Anne in silence for a long ten seconds before her expressionless face eased into a friendly smile. “Let’s go talk in my office,” she said, then called over to a woman at the other end of the counter with an authoritative, “Carol, please bring us some tea.”

“My name’s Mary,” the woman said, beckoning Anne to take a seat at the table and then closing the office door behind her.  She sat down across from Anne.  “And what’s yours?”

“Anne.  Anne Bonny.”

“Well, Anne.  I have to ask what your story is.  You’ve clearly been bred as a lady, so how is it that you’re seeking a job in a tavern of all places?”

In telling her story out loud, pausing only while Carol brought in the tea tray, Anne almost couldn’t believe it herself, but Mary seemed quite understanding.  “You’ll find there are many diverse people here in and around Nassau,” she told Anne as she poured the tea into delicate china cups.  “All from a variety of backgrounds.  Sugar?”  She offered a small silver bowl.  “But what they all have in common is that life here isn’t what they had expected it to be.  I compliment you on the fact that you’re willing to suck it up and make a go of it, so I’m happy to give you a job here.”

“Thank you so much.”  Anne’s relief radiated from her face and her green eyes almost glowed as she eagerly drew from her cup of tea.

“I do have an important rule, however.” Mary raised her right index finger.  “But as you’re a young, married woman I suspect you won’t have a problem with it.”  She poured second cups of tea.  “I do not abide my barmaids fraternizing with the customers.  There are plenty of brothels in town, so anyone who is inclined to be used in that way can go and work at one of them.  My customers know this rule, so while they’re most certainly going to make offers to you, pretty thing that you are, you make sure you don’t get tempted by what seems easy money.  If any of my girls ever did that, they’d be instantly out on their ear.”  Her brown eyes almost burning into Anne, Mary sipped at the rim of her cup.  “No exceptions.”

The common thread of unmet expectations in Nassau that Mary had spoken of became more and more evident to Anne in her first few months of working at the Queens Arms.  After initially fending off the expected advances from the regulars, she soon settled in as a confidante to many of them and was able to learn their stories.  The majority of the men who came to the tavern were former pirates who had accepted the King’s amnesty, but who also clearly missed their old lives.  Tales of exploits from the good old days were often relived in the evenings, accompanied by the consumption of large quantities of ale and rum.  Those who had defied Governor Rogers were these men’s heroes, and toasts were frequently made to Edward Teach who was in command of a pirate flotilla of five ships based in the outer banks and wreaking havoc with merchant shipping going in and out of Charleston.  

Unlike Anne, these men were in stasis; refusing to move on into a new life.  Working aboard a merchant vessel was too mundane and, they said, did not pay enough to make it worthwhile.  There was little interest in farming either since they were seafarers.  Privateering opportunities existed, but most of the former pirates remaining in New Providence were those who had simply plundered easy targets in the past and were too afraid to go up against a naval vessel where they would actually have to fight.  So few had signed up with the former pirate captains Hornigold and Rackham, who were now working for the crown as privateers charged with harassing the Spanish between Cuba and Jamaica, that they could only recruit enough crew between them to man one ship.  Since Benjamin Hornigold was the more politically inclined of the two and managed to convince Rogers to name him captain, Jack Rackham became his second in command.  It was the call of adventure rather than duty to king and country that caused Calico Jack to accept, however.

“It all seems so temporary here, like everyone is waiting for something to happen.” Anne shared her observations with Chris Condent, an ex-pirate captain who frequented the Queens Arms and who had also become a friend.  Chris was a gentleman who had left England to make his fortune as an adventurer two years ago and had, on several occasions, been quite open with her regarding his displeasure about England’s control over The Bahamas.  “Even you.”  She said, staring at him.

“That’s very astute, Anne.”  Chris drained his mug and plunked it onto the bar.  “But for now I’ll just have more ale, since it seems that I’m ‘temporarily’ out.”  

“Tell me, Chris, what is it?”  She filled his mug.  “What do you know?”

“What I know is that the whole of New Providence is a political powder keg, my girl
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