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PART ONE

Anne



Chapter 1

Charles Town, South Carolina , 1718

It has been a filthy hot day, the night following suit. The sluggish silence is shattered by the sounds of a loud argument at the Cormac house. Moments later, to the music of breaking glass, Anne tears from the French windows, skirts bunched in her hands, long red hair streaming behind her as she races like a March hare across the lawn, the sounds of pistol fire ringing in her ears as she runs full pelt for her life, ragged-breathed and laughing as vitriolic obscenities are hurled at her.

Her father, the source of the fury, takes repeated drunken aim at the darting figure from the open doors, his only child, thank God, married without his knowledge or blessing earlier that day. And to a servant, of all things, this lesser person running in the wake of his dashing bride, sheer panic on his face as the gunfire continues, a hand held to his bleeding arm, where, against all odds, one of his father-in-law’s bullets has glanced its target. 

This is typical of James Bonny’s luck – something that his new wife will know soon enough. But for now she feels the exhilaration of chaos, the proximity of death, and the freedom of being Anne Cormac no longer.

‘You whore! You are your mother’s daughter, and none of mine!’

Her father’s aim is not helped by a brandy-soaked afternoon and the insult of sudden betrayal, as he screams things to the running figure that a father should never utter to his only girl, things to terrify a man like James Bonny. 

‘You think you’ll get away so easily?’

There are torches close behind, the smell of cordite in their nostrils, the thick air catching at their throats as they run, the cushioning grass soon giving way to the sharpness of parched soil as they reach the boundary wall. 

The roused servants have let loose the dogs, thinking perhaps that their master has disturbed thieves in the act, and the fugitives hear their snarling pursuit, drummed up by the mad excitement of William Cormac, who agitates the men and beasts to do them great harm. 

The dogs are fast and are already snapping at James Bonny’s ankles as he frantically tries to climb beyond their reach, while Anne is halfway over the wall using a creeper that she has climbed since she was a child, her underthings on shameful view for all to see. After everything he has endured, it is almost her father’s undoing. He falls to his knees, holding up his hands to the heavens and wailing:

‘And will you show your arse to the world too?’

She hauls herself to the summit eight feet from the ground and salutes her father with the requisite number of fingers before swinging her legs over to the other side and, using the overhanging creeper, drops, landing unscathed and unladylike onto the road beyond. She is soon joined by a breathless and sweating James, who falls like bad fruit beside her, his eyes wide at the raw memory of recent insults to his person.

‘You smell worse than the dogs, James Bonny!’ 

Her eyes are dancing, her face burning from her exertions, but he does not appreciate the joke. He had not realised when they married this morning that she was clearly quite mad. 

‘So that was your idea of breaking it to him gently, was it? Jesus, woman, I nearly lost an arm.’ 

He holds out the limb in question to show her the scratch and suggestion of blood, already dried.

‘Sure enough, it wasn’t your arm I was worried about.’ Her glance and filthy smile suggest a softer target, and he rests his hands there to protect his treasures. ‘Besides, it was broken as gently as it needed to be, for we don’t need his money now that we have each other.’

James’s look suggests otherwise and she sees it at once. Her smile hardens; a hardness that will be difficult to shift. He will not be the man to do it. 

But at that moment the shouts of men and yelping of dogs on the other side of the gate grow louder at the unmistakable sound of a key turning in the lock. 

Anne grins at James, eyes flashing.

‘We’re not clear of this place yet. You’d better hope for your sake that you have breath left in you.’

Anne hops from one foot to another, pulling stained satin slippers from her feet, before she sets to running again in earnest, throwing the shoes behind her into a ditch.



Chapter 2

It is only when they are lost in the chaos of the port, breath slowing and sweat flowing freely, that they are able to slow down, sure now that they are not being followed. 

James looks at his new bride without affection as she takes stock of this new situation.

‘And what will become of us now? There is no money since you have ruined everything …’

Anne doesn’t listen to him finish – there is no need. He has killed her infatuation dead, and all that is left behind is the inconvenience of legal obligation. That she has saddled herself with a man like James Bonny, she will have time and cause enough to regret, but for now there is the immediate future to consider. 

It is inconceivable that the affair has gone sour after so promising a start. Stolen glances across a neighbour’s drawing room; he forward and insolent for a mere servant. As the men retired for drinks, Anne had entertained herself with the footman with the indecent smile. The velvet uniform had suited him, though he looked better out of it; he had not been shy, and nor was she. He had bundled her into a cupboard only a week back with whispered promises, warm breath and lips upon her face and warmer fingers beneath her skirts, urgent and eager. In her haste to leave home, and their mutual delusions about the other, Cupid had smiled upon them.

But in the few short hours that they have been joined in the eyes of God, Anne has found her husband disappointing in more ways than one. He is less exciting than she had expected; it’s clear that their escape has been more terrifying than exhilarating to him. He is far less appealing now that the smiles and flattery have stopped. It is unfortunate that he is also more stupid than she had hoped.

That he has managed to disappoint her in such a short space of time amazes her; that she is not the rich prize he hoped for amazes him. They are well matched, indeed.

James is still waiting for an answer, his face red from exertion and temper, while Anne is pricked by feelings of dislike. 

‘We shall go to sea, then. You’ll get work soon enough, but after today it won’t be here.’

She will remember later how full of hope she still is, and curse herself for it. But here and now, their passage on the merchant ship is bought in exchange for the gold cross and chain Anne had worn for her wedding that morning. It had been stolen especially from her mother’s jewellery box as she slept off her daily dose of laudanum, prescribed to cure her of sadness. It is an affliction Mrs Cormac has suffered from since she met Anne’s father, and will hardly improve now. 

The ship is handsome against the horizon, ripe with promise. All ties with family, home and propriety now severed, Anne climbs the gangplank with great hopes for New Providence, the jewel of the Bahamas, she hopes. James follows sullenly in her wake.  



Chapter 3

The ship slips from port, the increasing dip and crest as she pushes out towards the expanse of ocean driving Charles Town further behind. The promise of the voyage, of a future not yet made, is all that Anne needs for now as she breathes in salt air, listening to the boom of waves against the hull as The Betty forges ahead.

Anne is interrupted by one of the ship’s mates, a hairy man with a cleft lip, who tells her gruffly to move as she is in his way. Against her better judgement, she follows the path her husband took earlier, descending into the twilight of the deck below down rickety stairs. The underbelly is lit by occasional lanterns, its air damp with sweat and scented with spices.

They have been allocated a hammock each in an inhospitable corner of the lower deck. James has already taken to his, his back stubbornly turned towards her, a convenient deafness having taken hold of him when it comes to his new wife. 

Anne is distracted by the creaks and groans of the hull now that she is beneath sea level, the weight of the dark ocean beyond. She grips the rough rope of the hammock for balance before climbing in, allowing herself to be rocked and swayed by the motion of the sea.

As the hours pass, Anne sleeps, dreaming of open expanses and glittering horizons, unaffected by the sickness that repeatedly wrenches the insides from James. She wakes refreshed and finds him ill and miserable. Were he someone else entirely she might have felt quite sorry for him. As it is, she is glad of it. 

Anne leaves her husband bemoaning his lot, spittle trailing from his mouth from the latest evacuation, a man bereft of hope as well as breakfast. He is a sorry sight and a poor excuse for a man – but it is no one’s fault but hers that she is no longer a free woman in the eyes of the world. Her greatest hope is that he might fulfil his newly repeated promise and die of seasickness.

Anne reminds herself that the adventure of leaving her old life behind has begun. She has cast off ladylike things, and is ready to make her way in the world. She does not wish to be bound by the limitations inflicted on her as a woman, and certainly not as her father’s daughter. She is sure there is a life out there that can be created in her own image. What that might be exactly is a little vague, for she was always better at action than planning – but all in good time.

‘New Providence.’ Anne enjoys the shape of the words as she whispers them to herself. No doubt a paradise of coconuts and palm trees, ripe with opportunity. A pirate port once, but lawful now that the British government has taken control once again. Its cut-throat reputation is old news – the last mass hangings of pirates two years back saw to that. She knows, for she has read about it (the newspaper reports taken and kept folded in an unread book of devotions), but she would like to think that something of the spirit remains.

She has already made up her mind to part company with James once they hit dry land, for marital separation is a difficult thing to achieve in the middle of any ocean. She therefore bides her time, mulling over plans of what she might do to keep body and soul together once she reaches her destination. 

Anne prefers to remain on deck where James is not, lying amongst sailcloth and rope as she keeps out of the way of the working crew. From this position, she is able to marvel at the myriad stars that reveal themselves as darkness falls, stars that have always shone upon her but never as brightly as they do now.

The most seasoned of the crew is one Ezekiel Moore. He is as wrinkled as a walnut, wisps of white hair shooting from his scalp, and the way Anne looks up into the night sky, transfixed, stirs a fierce protectiveness in him. Ezekiel had a daughter once, lost to time, and he fancies a similarity in Anne against the blue-black of the sky.

He settles himself on the deck, lights up a pipe and speaks once the tobacco has caught and pale blue smoke rises.

‘I can tell you more about them if you like? The stars. There’s more to the sky than you’d think.’

After a moment of hesitation, she nods and moves closer to join him, sitting cross-legged just as he does, transfixed once again by the star-studded sky.

Ezekiel tells her that the stars belong together, and points at the constellations: the bow and arrow of an archer, the paw of a bear, the pole which anchors them all. Anne cannot remember having seen them before, but the patterns fall into place before her and she reframes her world beneath the shimmering sky, dotted with stories. 

‘And the brightest, that is your Pole Star. Look out for him and you’ll be all right. Now isn’t that a thing?’

As the days pass Anne is happy to spend her time on deck, as far away as she can be from James Bonny and his overwhelming self pity. And she is learning. Ezekiel shows her how the stars can be used to navigate, tracing patterns in the air with roughened fingers, weaving stories and tales from the night. She listens and watches carefully, willing herself to absorb this information, to keep it safe.

‘Such a pretty girl – you’ve no reason to be on your way to a place like New Providence.’

She turns to the sea-worn face, sees the moon reflected in his eyes. ‘We must always be on our way to somewhere.’

He considers it for a moment and then roars, for ‘laughter’ does not do the sound justice. ‘Pretty and a philosopher. Now there’s a dangerous mix – god help your husband.’

She turns away again, eyes flickering upwards, and addresses the sky.

‘God needn’t worry himself on my behalf.’



Chapter 4

The journey continues and a sea change takes place in Anne. The salt air calms her. The shriek of gulls is music. The fall and tilt of the ship as it makes its way across the restless ocean become her core, balance shifting so her bare feet are planted on deck as if she were a tree grown from it. 

She becomes familiar with the shifting colours of the sea, from blue to silver to black, and the play of light upon it from sun, moon and cloud. She begins to understand it too as the long days stretch one into another; learns to listen, to sense its mood, and is shown how to respond with sail and tiller and wheel, for she has made it her business to learn from the willing crew. And she is good.

Anne begins to know the ship: the groaning complaints as it powers over the fathoms of water beneath, the demands for attention that are met with scrubbing, scraping, oiling, and patching by the patient crew, as attentive as a mother to a newborn. She has taken to wearing trousers and a shirt bought from the ship’s carpenter, for they are more practical to scale masts than dresses ever were, drawing amusement but never direct comments from the crew. There is something about her that prevents it.

James has also spent his time productively, slumping into a depression which he self-medicates with plentiful quantities of rum. He has barely spoken to his wife on this their first (and last) trip together, watching her sullenly through bleary eyes as she learns her new trade of sailor.

But, for what it’s worth, she remains honest to her marriage vows. 

Her skin takes on a red tinge, which tips over to a freckled nut brown in its unaccustomed exposure to the sun, tightening and peeling, until her old skin sheds like a snake. Her hands and feet have begun to toughen too from exposure to rope and wood, so that it is inconceivable she ever travelled anywhere other than barefoot.

Anne has almost forgotten that there is an agreed end to this journey when New Providence reveals itself through an unseasonal mist.

‘Landfall ahead!’

Her heart becomes a stone, the clouds slowing above and shutting out the sun momentarily. There is a reluctance as she remembers herself, and why she is here. In poor temper, Anne searches out her drink-sodden husband, a sorry sight in the same clothes he left in, tucked tightly behind a coil of rope, hands wrapped just as tightly around the neck of a bottle.

‘I had thought you might make yourself useful.’ Her voice is free of softness.

‘Then you thought wrong’.

He takes another swig, each now wordlessly daring the other to react. Neither does and they continue to glower at one another in silence as the ship slips into harbour. 

The sounds of the sea are swallowed by the urgent noise of civilisation – yells and shouts from ship and shore, the groans and scrapes as the ship meets shallow water, the high-pitched calls and cackles from rowboats as the local ladies of a certain persuasion offer themselves up to fresh meat. The anchor drops and pulls them to a halt. There is a sudden flurry of activity, jobs to be done, cargo to be readied for offloading, the crew going about their business as they always do. 

Anne stands to the side, watches as busyness flows around her, an imp of worry on her left shoulder talking of hardship, of want, and of the simple decision to return to Charles Town with all its wealth and comfort. She listens momentarily, before she shoos it away like a fly, for backwards is not a direction she likes. 

The ship is soon a waking dream as the newly-weds find themselves back on land, their sea legs uncertain, unused to stillness after so long. Mister Bonny’s continuing inebriation hardly helps. 

They have little luggage, for Anne has exchanged her mother’s pearl earrings for a shawl and a few necessities to make her journey and immediate future a little more comfortable. Most of the remaining credit James has pissed out long since, so they are travelling light. She once again wears the dress she fled in, it feeling strange now for it belongs to another life she has left far behind. Anne has kept the trousers and shirt for they speak of far more than a brief voyage now ended, and packs them up in the shawl for safe keeping.

New Providence is not South Carolina, that much is clear. It may no longer be a pirate port, but it is far from polite. Their first impression is of urgent chaos as men, women and cargo are offloaded, boarded or traded. The town is indifferent to them, noise and stink rising as the sun arcs overhead, the searing heat raising sweat and tempers, dust billows up in clouds as the swarm of people and animals go about their business together in narrow streets that close in around them. The town would swallow them whole; their wits are the only thing between them and it. Lucky that Anne has enough for them both.

She clutches a piece of paper with the name of a tavern – a parting gift from Ezekiel Moore – telling her of the place that will put a roof over their heads for the last few coins she has left from her stolen dowry. 

She and James make their way down a darkened alleyway, he several steps behind, past a butcher’s shop, where a thick pool of blood and miasma of flies line their way. They push through a cluster of painted women touting their wares half-heartedly in the sickly heat and take directions from a one-legged beggar to the Lucky Dog tavern, buried in the winding backstreets. The inn is rickety from neglect, its lurching gait matching her husband’s. Anne, grim-faced, holds on to her remaining coins. 

A few boards bound together serve as a door, and Anne pushes it open and steps inside. The place is busy with a glum crowd, the landlord barely looking up from his tankard as he listens to her request for lodging and shows them to a tiny room upstairs. It is gloomy despite the blazing sunshine outside, the floorboards creaking, the noise reminding Anne of the ship and so giving her some small comfort.

‘You’re lucky – it only became available this morning – the last lodger died in his sleep.’

Anne looks briefly alarmed as the landlord moves to reassure her.

‘Only knife wounds – nothing catching. God rest his soul,’ he adds hastily, to show his respect. He has rented rooms to the dispossessed for years and knows they have no other choice if they have ended up here. 

Anne glances around the tiny space. It’s somewhere she would not have let a dog sleep before, but she is tired and there is always tomorrow to find somewhere better.

‘We’ll have it. But we will need new straw for the mattress.’

He huffs at this unreasonable demand – the blood has long since dried in the stifling heat – but is mollified by the money she places in his palm before dismissing him.

‘We will be down shortly for supper.’

And so married life for the Bonnys begins. James is asleep on the filthy straw before the landlord has pulled the makeshift door to. Anne surveys the space wordlessly, wondering what on earth she has done. 



Chapter 5

James Bonny is sleeping off another gutful of beer in their tiny quarters, the miserable hole that has become home despite her best efforts, her money running far short of this town’s demands. James is of no use to anyone, least of all her, and so she does what she has always done – she falls back on her own resources. Anne wraps herself in her shawl, leaves the tavern and walks boldly through the streets, familiar to her after only a few days, eyes darting for opportunity as she goes. Poverty is a novelty that has already worn thin, and she will have none of it. 

A job is clearly out of the question, and she cannot think this place capable of charity. Anne does not have a plan as such, but she is alive to luck when she sees it. Ahead of her is a sailor, prodigiously drunk, his coin purse in plain view on his swaying midriff. She walks quickly up behind him, smells grease and gin as she unhooks the bag from his belt. She is clumsy and has to try twice to remove it, but he is too far gone to care, though the jostling knocks him on his backside, much to his confusion.

Anne walks away, flushed and breathing hard, fully aware that she has been watched by two street girls; but they see something in her – the pinch of hunger perhaps – that makes them turn away and mind their own business. They are all too familiar with hunger themselves, and if he is too stupid to mind his own property, then the fool deserves all he gets. They have seen nothing.  

Anne feels better now that she has money again. She has not eaten since the previous day, her stomach hollow and grumbling at the uncommon assault. Food was always plentiful in her father’s house, and it is the one thing she misses now, though she can feel from the weight of the stolen bag and the coins within that she will be able to eat her fill and have some left over for tomorrow. James Bonny can fend for himself.

Fate waits for her at the waterfront. She follows the salt nip of sea air and as the narrow alley opens up to the familiar chaos of the port once again, she sees The Mermaid Tavern, the smell of roasting meat reaching across the expanse with beckoning fingers. 

The barmaid nods in acknowledgement and points to a table near the door, which Anne takes quickly, unusually self-conscious under the gaze of so many men who pause to look, making no attempt to hide their leering. She takes out a large knife from her skirts that she had acquired from a careless crewman on The Betty, and places it on the table in front of her, finding that this makes almost all the clientele lose interest in her at once.

The same barmaid stands before her, smiling.

‘I was going to ask if you needed help, but it looks like you’ve brought your own.’ She nods at the weapon.

Anne pats it. ‘She and I will be fine together. Better still if you will bring me some pork and a beer.’

Her mouth weakens as she says it, and the barmaid leans close, her face softening.

‘I’ll bring you some bread too. On the house.’

Anne is grateful but embarrassed too, not being used to kindness or sympathy, and finds herself alone again to look around her. 

The inn is a memorial to lost ships and dead sea captains who gaze down from their gilded frames, frowns frozen in time. Drownings, murder and occasionally old age have taken their toll on each of the painted men, their names crossed through in the great ledger in the sky. 

Beneath them, the pewter bar they knew so well is worn thin, shining from years of perched elbows as drinks are drunk and the world, such as it is, put to rights. If you had suffered as we have suffered, they seem to say, but the living continue to drink, oblivious to their mortality, as the living tend to be.

There is an anchor, leaning awkward above the card tables, and ropes, fishing nets, rum bottles, and seashells as big as a man’s hand strung up above as if the drinkers are under water. The place is strangely soothing.

A plate of stew and a tankard of beer appear before Anne, but it is not the barmaid who brings them but an extraordinary figure of a man, dressed for a carnival. His eyes are deep brown, set in a startlingly handsome face.

‘It’s not right that a pretty girl like you should buy her own supper. Please, be my guest. My name is Jack Rackham. Captain Jack Rackham.’

He places a stress on the ‘Captain’ and smiles to complete the effect. Without another word, he places the plate in front of her and takes a seat by her side, whipping the tail of his red coat out behind him with a flourish, the gold buttons catching what little light there is to catch in the place. 

She has not taken her eyes from him and although he does not meet them for a moment, he is well aware of her attention, of the effect he has created.

‘I should eat it before it gets cold. It is slightly more palatable that way.’

The eyes twinkle and Lord help her if she doesn’t blush, dropping her eyes to the plate of already congealing meat in her confusion. But it is food nonetheless, and she takes up the spoon with undignified haste, cramming the stew and bread into her mouth as if each bite were her last.

He is surprised at the intensity of her attack, for she has not yet lost the bloom of recent privilege – her skin supple, hair with a sheen that can only be attained through determined brushing by maids. But the eyes are a little sunken, the face thin, and the looseness of her waistband tells him that food has become something of a luxury of late. 

Jack assesses this with the practised air of a man who is alive to weakness; he has taken advantage of less. But there is something about her – a strength – that intrigues him, and warns him too.

It is not long before the plate is empty. She smears the last of the bread in the gravy dregs, stuffing it into her mouth as she reaches for her tankard to wash it down.

‘I take it that New Providence has not been kind to you?’

Her eyes are guarded over the lip of her tankard as she drinks and lowers it slowly to the table.

‘I am doing just fine for myself, and will do better still given time. I am deciding my next step is all.’

He moves his hand close to hers before noticing the knife and withdraws it quickly to rest on the table as if that was the intention all along.

‘I have no doubt about it. And what will that next step be? I should imagine you would make a fine wife for a man.’

She snorts and turns her head away.

‘I have tried that already. It is not all it is made out to be.’

He laughs and she turns back, annoyed, but he holds up his hands in surrender.

‘I apologise – I meant no offence. But there are very few men worth marrying, as I understand it, and marriage is a state guaranteed to put an end to the tenderest of feelings sooner or later. And how long have you been in such a state?’

She looks as if she will not answer, but her face relaxes.

‘Not two weeks, and here I am accepting food from another man.’

He smiles, as she does, and his hand finds hers, the knife forgotten.

‘And I am very glad you did, for these hands should not have to see a workaday life. These hands should be put to kinder use – Miss…?’

‘Bonny. My name is Anne Bonny.’

She is under no illusion what the ‘kinder use’ is he refers to, and she is glad of it. He has brought out the devil in her, and he has fed her, which is more than James Bonny has done. That he is a captain is no small part of this, for it speaks of wider horizons and adventure, while her husband speaks only of a filthy room and disappointment.

‘So what, exactly, are you captain of?’

‘Myself only at this point in time. I had a ship – a fine one at that – but the governor’s pardon was too good an opportunity to miss. I was a pirate, if it should not shock a young lady such as yourself.’

It does not. In truth, it thrills her. He has her full attention now, her eyes caressing him.

‘I should have hated to continue to offend His Majesty with my choice of profession, and besides, I like my neck just as it is. A rope around it would not suit me.’

She leans in, her eyes on his. ‘So tell me – how many men have you killed?’

He looks surprised and smiles, his voice dropping.

‘Now why would you think I should admit to such a thing as that? Should you not ask me instead of my lawful life on this island?’

‘I doubt it would be entertaining. I should rather hear stories of pirates.’

He leans back, studying her, and is silent for a moment, but it is not his natural state. He cannot help himself.

‘There are certainly plenty of stories …’

He leaves the sentence unfinished, a trail of breadcrumbs that she follows greedily.

‘And has this new lawful life given you what you wanted?’

The tavern leans in to listen, dark and heavy.

‘It is not my ship or my former life, that is the truth.’

His mind is clearly elsewhere, on his former ship, no doubt. 

She knows she has him.

‘And what would persuade you to return to that life?’

He surveys her like a map until his eyes return to hers.

‘I might be persuaded by a woman such as yourself.’

She lets her hand caress his, lightly.

‘And what is to stop you borrowing another ship now, save for your aversion to hanging?’

He is not used to being spoken to like this. She sits before him, pretty and dangerous, exposing the thoughts that have whispered to him in his sleep, like some she-devil. If he was a wiser man, he would leave; send her back to her husband to let what will happen, happen. As things stand, she is none of his business. But there is more to life than simply living it and she has reminded him of an ache that has never quite gone away. 

‘I have a room here at the tavern. Perhaps you would care to join me there?’

She does not need to be asked twice. They rise from the table, the barmaid winking with exaggerated knowingness as they pass. 

Anne follows her captain up the creaking stairs, the darkness ahead pushed back by the lantern he carries. She is so close she can smell the warm salt smell of his skin. Proximity makes her shiver, despite the warmth of the place, and it is all she can do not to reach out and touch him.

He pushes open the door to reveal a room with cushions, and paintings, with a window open to the sea beyond, a dishevelled four-poster bed at its centre. She watches him place the lantern on the table, its wick spluttering, and turn to move towards her. Her lips parting in anticipation of his kiss, her breath becoming shallow as his arms enclose her. She enjoys the moment and reciprocates with corresponding enthusiasm – something that surprises and delights him in equal measure. 

He wastes no time in unwrapping his prize, and she hers, and they fall to the bed in an awkward and furious embrace. Their coupling is fast and efficient, he boarding her with little finesse, but she is grateful that she is no longer hungry, and the fact that this man is not James Bonny. They are soon finished with one another and he rolls off her with a languishing sigh.

‘Quite the thing, aren’t you, Miss Bonny.’

She props herself up on an elbow, her flesh glistening, sweat-damp, in the lamplight.

‘I think it’s time you called me Anne.’



Chapter 6

It does not take Anne long to persuade him of a plan – she is as persuasive verbally as she is physically. She is right, of course. Once a man has stolen one ship, every ship is an opportunity in waiting, if they only have patience and a little luck. He knows of a crew – of course he does. The governor’s pardon granting all pirates immunity from death if they give up their former profession has brought relative peace to Caribbean waters – and deathly boredom to those it cast into civilian life. It was always just a matter of time.

A pirate life stays with a man, is an urge that demands satisfaction. Jack will have little trouble in assembling a decent crew from the leisured men of New Providence with only a few murmured conversations, he is sure of it. His master and quartermaster first, and the rest will follow. 

The governor could not have imagined that the lawful and proper environment he has created is so close to moral collapse. It has taken only a woman like Anne – though she is quite a woman – to plant the seed in the fertile ground of Jack’s imagination. She is the spark to his tinder, and he is fully aflame.

As for Anne, she has found what she was seeking. It does not suit her to stay still, and the prospect of an ocean voyage with a man like Jack Rackham is everything she needs for now. 

More dishevelled than she was earlier, she hurries from the tavern, promising with kisses and bright eyes to return that night. There is no time like the present, for she knows that enthusiasm can dull if left too long with reality playing upon it. 

The streets seem different to her now. The people are mere bystanders to her urgency, she impatient as she pushes through the crowds, slowed briefly by the weight of them. Sweat pulses from her brow, streams down her back and her legs, forming rivulets with the juices which flowed from her so recently, the tingle of it putting a steel in her heart for what she is more than happy to do.

James Bonny is awake for once when she returns to their room, though he has not dressed and is slumped on the straw mattress. She takes this in in one cold glance as she begins to pull together her few belongings into a pile – a hairbrush bought from a pedlar, a pewter plate kept from her supper, a coat left over a chair by a distracted lady. 

He stirs and props himself onto an elbow to look at her disdainfully.

‘And have you brought your husband his dinner?’

His tone does not help him, but it is one he has learned to adopt in his self-pity. 

Anne does not look up as she folds the coat into a pack and throws it across her shoulder. 

‘I have not – and will not be doing so ever again.’

He does not have time to reply as she flings open the door and heads for the stairs. Limp and useless, he stares after her – and realises at once how sorry he is that she has gone. He really is very hungry.



Chapter 7

The moon has hidden itself behind rainclouds, thunder grumbling overhead. It is a perfect night to steal a ship. There are twelve of them rowing through the drenching rain towards The William, a sloop and a good one if her drunken captain, John Ham, is to be believed. They have left the old man asleep and snoring face down on the table they dined at together, paid for by Jack in prior compensation. 

There will be no fight, for there is no one aboard, and no chase, for they have left the town asleep, much like the captain himself. He has only himself to blame for the loss of his beloved, for his loose words and carelessness over such a fine vessel. 

The presence of a woman has surprised the motley crew, for everyone knows that women are bad luck at sea. But they push this from their minds – they have committed to their captain, who must know better; and besides, this woman belongs to him. They keep their grumblings to themselves, for they have had a gutful of civilian life and its boredoms. They are ready again for adventure, whatever that might mean. 

They draw alongside their new ship, the slap of water against wood the only sound apart from the cloaking thrum of rain. The youngest of Jack’s crew, Patrick Carty, lassos a beam and undulates up the rope. He disappears over the side as the others gaze upwards at the hulk, until a rope ladder is thrown down and clatters against the side of the ship. Anne is first to ascend, the rungs, slick with rain, pushing themselves away from her in silent protest as she struggles to control it.

She pretends not to hear the sniggers of the men as she brings the thing under control, but is glad of the trousers and shirt she has changed into. The climb done, she hauls herself over the side, landing solidly on the deck. She feels the thrill of the sea once again, the ship moving in time with the waves beneath as if dancing, and of James Bonny left behind. Anne is free once again. 

Patrick goes about the further business of ship stealing, the other men following quickly behind. It is only minutes later that a small crowd of breathless figures are stood alongside one another, the distance from Anne a chasm. Jack is last to ascend, appearing on the deck with an ungainly thud before dusting himself down and addressing the men.

‘You know the drill. Mr Fetherstone – take four of the men and check for unwanted passengers. Mr Bourn – the anchor if you will. The rest of you – keep your wits about you until we reach open water.’

James Dobbins, a rigger, carries a bundle in his arms – a small black cat swaddled in a blanket. Now they are aboard, he unwraps her, cooing and speaking to her gently. He looks at her with soft eyes and whispers to her, though she is mostly indifferent, wriggling to release herself from his grasp until he places her on the deck. She disappears without a backward glance, slipping silent and curious below decks, where rats and adventure await.

The anchor is pulled in, with considerable effort, before the prow is turned toward open water. Slowly, the ship begins to cut her way through the waves, the land falling into relief in her wake, small and unreal as a doll’s house. 

There is no cannon fire for their leaving, no hue and cry. They have got away with it. The wind fills the sails of the Revenge (as she has been renamed, The William not suiting her new purpose at all), ready to take them far away from the complications of New Providence and out to sea.

Jack busies himself with the men, reviewing, repurposing and staffing the ship – a man to each task. It is only when the island slips fully from sight that they laugh and shout, the men smacking one another on the back, loudly congratulating themselves on their boldness. 

The storm has headed inland, lightning illuminating the place they have left behind. As the downpour begins over land, the ship heads out towards the vastness of ocean, and keeps going. 

Jack pulls Anne to him and kisses her hard before looking down on her face, shining and expectant. 

Look what I have done! he seems to say.

That is all very well, but what will you do next? her eyes
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