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Chapter One
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SEPTEMBER 11TH, 1720

Londonderry, Ireland

Of all the places I thought I might one day find myself, a wharf in Londonderry had never crossed my mind. I belonged nowhere near a ship. Yet here I stood dressed in my second-best skirt and bodice amidst the rank stench of the docks, all my worldly belongings packed in crates about me. And not many crates, either. No, I’d given away as many things as I’d been allowed to bring. 

Still, I smiled to myself. I’d hidden the shawl my mother had given me on my wedding day. Grahame thought I’d given it to the Karney girl, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I gave the girl my nicest stays instead. They were only suitable to wear to church, as the boning pinched too much for everyday work. She wouldn’t find any use for it, except to reuse the linen and boning, but at least she could do that much. I was still learning my stitches.

I shifted on my feet, holding my canvas bag closer. A couple of men ambled by, sailors by the look of them, with roughly shorn hair and patched clothes and a strange swagger in their walk. I half-expected them to say something, or at least to look at me, a young woman standing alone in the early morning amid crates, but they passed without a glance. Was it so common to see a young woman waiting on the pier? 

I wasn’t the only woman at the dockside, though—just the only one standing alone. The other passengers were gathered several paces away. The women were keeping an eye on a handful of children while the men stood nearby, watchful. 

Grahame was speaking with two other men by the pier in the shadow of a tall, three-masted ship. One of the men was the captain. The second man looked to be the leader of the nearby group. I couldn’t hear them speaking, and I didn’t know the man I’d married well enough to read his stance. The other two men looked relaxed, though, and welcoming.  

The other passengers clearly knew one another. I tried not to stare but stole quick glances instead to examine them. I didn’t recognize any of the women. That was a blessing at least. I couldn’t bear to spend however long we were going to be on a ship pretending not to hear remarks made about me. 

Perhaps Mother had been right and this was the chance at a new beginning. I had a new husband taking me to a new land for a start at a new life without the mistakes of the past dogging my steps. I stood straighter and lifted my chin. I could pretend this was good and try to ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach.

Grahame looked in my direction, and I was pleased to think that I might look confident and ready for whatever the future held. I wished I could read his expression better, but his dark eyes kept his secrets too well. It gave me pause to realize how untamed he looked. Grahame was presentable, his coat and trousers clean and well-mended, his black hair drawn back, and his beard trimmed. The other men, however, wore powdered wigs that were the current fashion, and coats and knee-breeches of good quality, if not the finest I’d seen. The captain had a weathered, controlled look to him, and the leader of the passengers was shorter than Grahame by at least a hand-span and a bit portly around the middle. Grahame was long and lean, and when he moved, it was like watching a wolfhound on the prowl.

The captain turned for his ship, and Grahame and the second man came towards me. I tried to keep my expression polite, but my heart was hammering. 

“Mr. Vance,” Grahame said by way of introduction. “My wife, Ailee.” His tone was neutral, as though he wasn’t certain how to feel yet about having a wife. 

“Mrs. Donaghue,” the man said politely. I inclined my head, not sure if I should bend a knee or not. 

“What fortune to have taken such a young wife, Mr. Donaghue,” Mr. Vance said to Grahame. I struggled to keep my own expression smooth. Of course, that was what Mr. Vance would see—a young woman not yet twenty wooed and won by a man ten years her senior. I should have been thankful that’s all he saw and not the truth behind it. 

I hid my thoughts behind as calm an expression as I could manage, thankful that I did when Grahame glanced at me. His own look was still unreadable. 

“Shall we settle the terms with Captain Dawson while the crates are loaded?” Mr. Vance gestured toward the ship. “Your young wife can stay with our women. She’ll be made welcome.”

“Fine.” A typical one-word answer from Grahame. 

Mr. Vance raised his hand toward the women, and one broke free of the group to join us. “My wife, Tavey Vance,” he told me. “She’ll help you see to what you need.” 

The men left us to glance over each other. The older woman was dressed in clothing that had been mended a few times, with touches of lace on her mobcap and on the kerchief around her neck. Her shawl was knitted wool. She was neither stout nor frail, and I guessed her age at a couple decades above my own. Her face had fine lines that suggested she often smiled, though at the moment she was appraising me with a solemn expression. Despite my finer clothing, I felt sized up and found lacking. 

“Have you a name, child?” 

“Ailee.”

“And your family?”

“Only my husband,” I answered, feeling a pang at the lie. But it was also the truth. I’d left home and family behind. 

A new beginning, Mother had said. Mother wasn’t the one leaving everything she’d ever known.

“Well then, let’s see if you’re prepared.” The woman held out her hand. With a start, I realized Mrs. Vance wanted to see what I carried. I considered refusing, but then I wasn’t entirely certain what I did need. Grahame had seen to all our supplies except for my own possessions, and he’d merely limited me in the number of items with a few curt suggestions I hadn’t dared refuse, except for the shawl, which I’d hidden in my bag. The bag Mrs. Vance held out her hand to take.

“Oh, come now, child,” Mrs. Vance said in a tone my mother used with the serving girl. “Once you’re on the ship, there’ll be no chance to fetch what you might be missing.”

Suppressing a sigh, I handed over the bag. Mrs. Vance untied the knots with deft fingers. “Let’s see then,” she said, and she laid out my possessions across the top of the nearest crate, saying each item as though ticking them off a list. “Your huswife and apron, stockings and kerchief, comb and brush, a mirror—my, that is fancy now, isn’t it—wool and needles—haven’t gotten far on this knitting, have you—gloves, not sure you’ll be needing these, but they’re small enough, and—what’s this?”

Mrs. Vance held up the shawl. It was a triangle of finely woven ivory linen with cheyne lace in pale thread worked around the edges and three large lace flowers attached at the mid-points. Mrs. Vance gave me a long look. Wordlessly, she folded the shawl and put it back in the bag, replacing all the rest with it except the wool and needles. She pulled the needles free of the ball of wool and stretched them out to see the strip of knitting I had managed. 

I heard the woman tsk under her breath. “We’ll need to work on this,” she said in a kinder tone. “You’ve dropped stitches, I can see, but there’s a trick to picking them up. We’ve plenty of time to have it finished before we make land.”

I nodded, my throat thick. 

Mrs. Vance eyed me. “How long since you wed?”

“Just last month.”

“Do you think you are with child?”

I felt my face burn and shook my head.

“Sure, are you? Good, that’s good. Two of our women are carrying, God help them, and it’ll make the crossing all the worse. Been aboard ship before?”

I shook my head again.

“‘Tisn’t so bad if you’ve the stomach for it, I’m told,” Mrs. Vance said sagely. “Jacky,” she called to the group, her voice piercing through the noise of the wharf. One of the men hurried over to her. He was tall, nearly as tall as Grahame, but gangly, like he hadn’t quite finished growing. He looked around my age or maybe in his early twenties, and he wore a friendly smile. He moved as though he wasn’t entirely comfortable in his short breeches and buckled shoes, as if he’d have been more at ease in a kilt and boots. 

“Fetch some of those boys,” Mrs. Vance instructed him, “and have them move these crates over to ours. Mrs. Donaghue and her husband will be joining us for the crossing. You come with me, Ailee, and meet the others.”

Swept up in the woman’s wake, I could do nothing but follow, uncertain what had happened. I’d gone from suspicious to pitiable in the space of a moment. What had Mrs. Vance thought of the shawl? It was a useless thing, I knew. All lace and frail linen meant for show and splendor. I’d been so proud of myself, hiding a bit of culture from my old life to carry into my new, a piece of my old identity to remind myself that once I’d been well-to-do and admired. 

Now I was simply ashamed of it. I should have given it to the Karney girl. 

At least I had my everyday shawl. It was warm and sturdy and everything a woman like Mrs. Vance must admire. Mother had tutted at it, and I had worn it each day with a sense of dismay ever since the Karney girl had given it to me, but now I was happy to have it. Especially when Mrs. Vance introduced me to another young woman who wore a similarly worked shawl. 

“Elsie, this is Ailee. She and her husband will be crossing with us.”

Elsie, a fair girl with warm brown eyes and a ready smile, looked close to my age, too. Her dress was more everyday than Mrs. Vance’s, though she wore a bit of cheyne lace on the kerchief at her throat. I had the impression that everyone in the group was dressed in their finest clothing. Which put them a bit richer than Grahame, but not by much, and certainly nowhere near my parents’ standing. 

“Elsie MacClayne,” she introduced herself. “So pleased to meet you, Ailee. Did you travel far?”

“Two days,” I said. 

“Are those your livestock?” another woman asked, gesturing toward the small, fenced yard across the road. “I saw your man with them earlier.”

“We should have brought livestock,” a second woman said. 

“Patrick says there’ll be plenty for purchase after we cross,” answered the first woman.

“From where?” I asked before I thought better of it.

“The town, naturally.” The first woman answered as though speaking to a young, rather slow-witted child. My cheeks burned.

“Be kind, Iona,” Elsie said. “We’ve all wondered, too, what might be there.”

I couldn’t picture a town, such as where I stood, existing across the sea in a wilderness of untamed land. I wasn’t well-traveled, not like some of the folks my parents had entertained, but I’d spent my younger years in Letterkenny before we moved to Lifford. I recalled being overwhelmed by the number of buildings and people the city held. Londonderry was probably as large, or larger, and I’d been a bit overwhelmed entering it yesterday. These cities had been founded generations ago. The new world wasn’t even a proper country, so how could it have towns?  

“Fine looking sheep,” Mrs. Vance said. “I hope we won’t have to eat them.” 

I started at the comment. Why would we want to eat the sheep? That’s what the chickens were for. 

“How many hens have you?” Elsie asked as if reading my thoughts. “We brought about thirty between us all, but a handful stopped laying.”

“Ten,” I answered. I had no idea which were laying or not. I’d only recently learned how to care for them and had the peck marks to show it. 

“I wonder where they’ll put all this stuff,” the second woman said. “And the animals. They won’t like being in the ship’s belly.”

“Better than in ours.” The woman, Iona, laughed at her own jest. She was a large woman with lace around her mob cap and a mole-like a lump of dirt on her chin. She had a coarse voice like she’d been yelling at the children. 

Elsie pulled me a few steps away from the others. “Don’t mind Iona. She doesn’t like the thought of sea travel, and she’s loud when she’s nervous. She’s a wonderful cook and so handy with a needle. Not as good as Tavey, though. How are your stitches?”

“Sturdy,” I answered. “According to my husband.” Truly, though, it is the only kind thing one could say about my needlework. I’d never had a fair hand for it. And I wondered why Elsie asked it of me. It was a strange way to start a friendship. The Karney girl had done much the same, as though all wives and wives-to-be should talk of needlework.

“I do so like stitching, though I’m better at knitting,” Elsie said.

“I’m hopeless at knitting,” I admitted.

“This is finely done,” Elsie told me, touching the shawl I wore.

“It was a neighbor’s work. She was trying to teach me, but I can’t get the needles to work the way I wish.”

“Only just learning?” Elsie sounded surprised.

I avoided answering. “I’m fair at spinning, though. I packed my wheel.”

“Did you? Jacky promised to make me a new one when we arrived. I gave mine to one of the local girls.”

“You couldn’t bring it?”

“We’re so limited on what we could pack—Jacky had tools he needed to bring instead.”

“Why, though?” I asked, finally giving voice to thoughts that had nagged at me since leaving the village. “It’s a big enough ship. Seems as though we could have a bit more room for our things.”

“I think it is something to do with the weight. Jacky tried to explain it. He’s in love with the idea of sailing. The only thing I could liken it to was over-filling a cart.”

“But a ship has no axle. And it can’t bog in the mud.”

“But it can sink,” Iona interrupted loudly. “And it could founder.”

“Let’s not be having talk of sinking,” Tavey told her. “Not before we’re to board.”

There wasn’t much to do on the pier. I stayed near Elsie, and we helped watch the children. There were eight, ranging in age from a couple of years to ten or so. There was a babe, too, tied by a shawl to a nervous-looking mother with red-rimmed eyes. I learned through a few questions to Elsie and listening to the talk around me that the members of the group were all from the same cluster of villages. There were nearly ninety of them, and this voyage had been over a year in the planning. A couple of families had already made the crossing, and the news from them had been good. They all hoped to meet again in the new world. 

“Have you family there?” Elsie asked.

“My husband does. His brother. And an uncle, I think, or an aunt. But I don’t, myself.”

“My cousin went,” Elsie told me. “I had a letter from him last spring. He says it is amazing there. A little frightening at times, but like a paradise.”

I smiled but kept my thoughts to myself. Grahame didn’t act like it was paradise. He’d crated his musket and powder and sword while I’d watched, wide-eyed and chilled. I heard him tell the Karney girl’s father that it was an opportunity for the brave. 

I was raised to be confident, perhaps even bold, and my nature was far more daring than a young lady should be, or so my mother had often commented. I’d been daring once, against all propriety. It had cost me everything. I didn’t intend to make that mistake again, but I thought I could be brave.

The men joined us, Grahame among them. He came over and gave me that questioning look I’d finally interpreted as his way of asking if all was well. I gave him a brief nod, which to please him. He wasn’t one for words, my husband.

“We’ll board as soon as the supplies are settled,” Mr. Vance told everyone. “It shouldn’t take too long. Keep close to the ship, though. The captain means to leave on time, and I doubt he’ll wait for anyone who strays.”

I looked to Grahame, not sure where to go. 

“The livestock,” Grahame told me in that quiet way of his. I suppressed a sigh, knowing I wouldn’t be of much use, but I followed him across the road to the stockyard. 

I was surprised when, after he closed the gate and we were among the flock, he spoke. “Were they friendly?”

The women, he meant. With a start, I realized that he’d sent me among them to sound out the group. Clever, though I wished he’d warned me. I suppose he might have feared I’d give myself away, though I’d think he’d have learned I could keep a secret when needed. 

“Yes. They’re all of the same area, following a few families who’ve already crossed. Elsie said the rents had gone up again across the villages, and their flax crop failed for the second year. Several of their flocks got the rot, too.”

Grahame was going from sheep to sheep, checking them over. “I heard the same. Vance is a minister.”

With that bit of news, I understood Mrs. Vance’s direct questions. 

“They admired your flock,” I told Grahame. My voice went all quiet and breathy for some reason. 

He glanced over at me. I thought I saw the shadow of a smile cross his face, but it might have been a trick of the light. “Have they any livestock?”

“Chickens. A few milk cows. They plan to purchase once we arrive.” I was surprised by how much I’d learned listening to the women talk. “I brought the shawl,” I added impulsively. 

Grahame straightened, a questioning look crossing his eyes. 

“The lace shawl,” I told him. “The one I said I gave to the Karney girl. I kept it. I am sorry.” I didn’t know why I felt compelled to apologize. It was my shawl.

It wasn’t about the shawl, I realized. I didn’t want falsehoods between us. Grahame and I had enough between us as it was, and I’d had enough of lies to last a lifetime.

Grahame was silent for a moment. “It’s fine,” he said at last.

I drew a shuddering breath. “It is?”

This time the smile wasn’t a shadow. “Yes.”

He’d known all along. He’d been waiting for me to tell him. “I’m sorry,” I said again, but not for the shawl.

He touched my cheek, gently, something he hadn’t done before. “Thank you.”

I wanted to step into the circle of his arms, but I didn’t dare. He was still a stranger, no matter that we’d shared a bed. I offered him a smile instead.

“How can I help?” I asked.

“The chickens.”

That, at least, I’d learned how to do.
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Chapter Two
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THE Resolution was a tall ship with three masts and two raised decks, fore and aft. “That’s the forecastle,” Jacky told Elsie as the last of the crates were being loaded. I stood nearby, watching the couple but trying not to be obvious. Jacky was dripping sweat from hauling crates, and his lank brown hair was soddened and clung to the sides of his face where it had come loose from the binding. Elsie’s whole bearing had changed when he’d joined her, becoming relaxed and content, like a cat curled before a fire. 

“And that’s the quarter-deck,” Jacky continued. “And the fore and main and mizzen masts. They’ll have gun decks, too, I expect.”

“And a kitchen, I hope,” Elsie said with a fond grin for her husband. 

“Galley,” he corrected. “Yes, but small.”

“And rooms for us all?” 

Jacky gave her a smile. “No rooms. Berths.”

“Oh dear, that doesn’t sound pleasant.”

“It’ll be fine,” he told her. “You’ll see. Close, but we’re all friends and family.” His easy grin took in me as well. “Your man knows his way about a ship, I noticed. Done much sailing, has he?”

“I couldn’t say,” I admitted, a bit startled. Grahame had not spoken of any time at sea. Then again, he’d not spoken much of his life before I came into it. I’d have never taken him for a sailor, though. 

“He won’t care for his height below decks,” Jacky said. “I walloped my head twice now.” He rivaled Grahame in height, though he was as slender as a reed. 

“Mind yourself,” Elsie told him. “You can’t afford to be shaking loose any of the sense that remains to you.”

They chuckled, and I joined in. I was growing fond of the couple. We were close in age, if not experience. Jacky looked as though he’d never said a cross word in his life, and Elsie had such a gentle and welcoming manner that I couldn’t help but want to spend time with her. They were unlike anyone I’d called a friend before. That was a small blessing.

Grahame joined us, looking none the worse for having helped load. “It’s time,” he told me. 

“What about the animals?”

“They load after the women and children.”

“The captain will want the ship ready to sail,” Jacky added, “before the decks are crowded with beasts.”

“They’ll stay on the decks?” I was shocked at the thought. 

“There’s a place in the hold for the chickens,” Jacky assured me. “The rest will shelter near the forecastle, I understand.”

“They’ll be fine,” Grahame said. “Come.”

I picked up my bag and followed my husband toward the ship, Elsie and Jacky trailing after. The hull of the ship towered overhead as I approached the plank that led up to its deck. The ship heaved with the warp and weave of the water, dipping down and then riding high. The plank was wide, but without rails or even ropes to grasp, nothing would keep me from pitching into the water between the pier and the ship should I misstep. 

Grahame must have noticed my hesitation. “I’ll be right behind you,” he said, bending low to speak in my ear. His nearness was both foreign and comforting.

Grasping my bag close, I stepped onto the plank. It felt stable and stout, so I took another step. I could sense Grahame and his steadying presence behind me. The ship raised, and the plank with it. For a moment I thought I would fall, but I kept my balance. The ship settled and butterflies chased around in my belly. I laughed louder than I should have, but the sensation was so thrilling, a mixture of fear and excitement that left me breathless. 

“See, Elsie,” I heard Jacky say from the pier, “there’s nothing to it. No need for nerves, my lass.”

I crossed the rest of the plank and stepped down onto the deck. I nearly skipped with pride. I found Grahame watching me and was surprised to see a gleam of pleasure in his eyes. 

Jacky guided Elsie across, holding her hand until they reached the ship and then lifting her down to the deck. Elsie was pale, but she tried for a wan smile to her husband. 

The deck was thick with sailors and passengers. Men were leading the women and children through a narrow doorway set in the wall of the quarter deck as sailors scurried up masts and across yardarms, working with the ropes tying down the sails. Jacky was caught up watching the sailors, but Grahame ignored the bustle and led me to the entryway, gesturing inside. 

The passage was narrow with a low ceiling and smelt of sweat, tar, and dampness with a pungent under scent I couldn’t place. We had to wait for the line of passengers to file down a sturdy but steep set of stairs. The children were thrilled and called out with shrieks and laughter. The women muttered about the closeness. 

Two decks down, a long, low-ceilinged hallway spanned half the length of the ship. On one side hung cots one above another—not proper beds but sheets of canvas hanging between the beams with rope. No bedding, either. Oil lamps hung along the other wall, carefully shielded to keep the flames protected. Their light managed to cast more gloom than true illumination. It was like entering a wooden cavern, and the place felt confining and depressing. I heard one woman liken it to moving into a root cellar.

“We’re at the far end,” Grahame told me, his voice low in my ear. His breath across my neck chased an unexpected thrill up my spine, and I could feel the warmth of him against my back. We’d spent the last month alone together on his farm with only our wedding night shared between us. Why was I having these sensations now?  

The last two cots hung at the far end of the berths near the opening to another passage. Steps branched from the passage, but where the steps led, I couldn’t say. The rank stench was worse at this end. It seemed that being made welcome by the group didn’t give us the option for a better position in the berths, but the worst of it. 

“What is that smell?” I finally asked. 

“Fish,” Grahame answered. “A shipment went bad. It will pass.” 

Please, God, let it be so, I prayed, but I was dubious. My stomach knotted from the overpowering stench. 

Grahame had been busy as a few of our boxes and bags were waiting for us. The boxes were tied to the beams and the bags hung from pegs. He had already assembled one of the small wooden stools he had dismantled and packed before our journey from the farm, a thoughtful gesture towards my comfort as there were no other seats in sight. 

Grahame moved to one of the boxes, pulling out blankets for us both. “You have the top cot. The stool will help you. I’ll help, too, if it’s needed,” he added as a look of doubt crossed my face. 

I glanced around. “Are there no rooms? For changing and the like?”

“We’ll hang a blanket,” he said.

The truth about what this voyage would be like began to dawn on me. The farmhouse had been small, much smaller than I was accustomed to, but Grahame had respected my privacy. On the ship, however, I would be cramped with over ninety strangers, including a husband I was only beginning to get to know, on decks that reeked of fish, with all my worldly possessions tied in a bag to the wall, for several weeks while we journeyed across the sea. Desperation hit me with such force, I had to grasp the cot to steady myself. The material was rough and unforgiving. Like this ship. Like my new life.

“Ailee—” Grahame reached for me, his tone odd. He took gentle hold of my arm. 

I forced myself upright and took a deep breath, but the stench choked my efforts. 

“We can go on the deck, can’t we?” I asked with a note of pleading I couldn’t suppress. “During the voyage?”

“When it’s safe.” He looked uncertain, as if wondering if I were going to faint. I tried to gather myself once more. 

“Good. That’s good.” I struggled to regain some semblance of composure.

“Ailee,” he said again, stepping closer. He took hold of my other arm. With gentle pressure, he pulled me against his chest. My heart thudded, and with a swift burning of tears, I buried my face against him. I blinked furiously to keep from crying. 

He didn’t offer me a word, simply held me until I had control. I pushed against him and he released me. 

“I need to check the livestock,” he told me, uncertainty in his voice. 

“Of course.” I raised my face to show him that I was recovered. I didn’t try to smile. I knew it would look sick and pathetic. He waited another moment, as if to give me a chance to change my mind, then left through the passage next to us. 

I busied myself to keep the anxiety at bay, poking through the boxes and bags. Clothes, soap, eating and cooking utensils, stores of food, a few extra blankets, and, oddly, my spinning wheel. 

“It’s dreadful, isn’t it,” I heard Elsie say. I stood to see my new friend poking at the cots. “I don’t know how I’ll sleep in such things.”

“I don’t know how to even get into it,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. Elsie made a small laugh, but it sounded forced. “I suspect we’ll adjust,” I told her. “Maybe in a few weeks, it’ll be like we’ve always slept this way.”

“Weeks.” Elsie wrapped her arms around herself. “I don’t think I can do it.”

I moved over to her and put an arm around her after a moment’s hesitation. “I’ll help you,” I said, wondering how I intended to do such a thing. “We’ll help each other.”

Elsie leaned her head on my shoulder in a way no other person had done before. A fierce protectiveness swelled in me. 

“We can do this,” I whispered, for both our sakes.

––––––––
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I WANTED TO BE ON DECK when the ship left port, but Grahame told me it would be too crowded. Instead, Elsie and I sat together on Grahame’s cot, our feet planted on the worn wood decking to keep the cot from swinging. The air was still pungent, with oil lamps adding a haziness to the atmosphere and casting deep shadows. Women and children filled the passageway and berths. I’d have rather been crowded out on the deck. At least on deck the sky would have been open to us.

The motion of the ship changed slightly as we left dock, but not exceptionally so. The cot tried to swing out a couple of times, but Elsie and I held it still. We glanced upward from time to time, as though we might be able to tell what was happening by the look of the planks above our heads. We didn’t speak to one another, both pretending to work on our knitting, though our needles lay mostly quiet. It was the only quiet to be found in the berths. 

“I don’t see why the men should be topside,” Iona was complaining not far from us. “It’s not like they have a lick of sense about sailing. What one of them has ever been on a ship before? And what if they catch a chill? We’ll be the ones caring for them.”

“You know how the men get about these things,” Mrs. Vance told her. “They’ll come down after we’ve set off.”

I didn’t hear Iona’s reply. What were we going to do for weeks stuck aboard a ship? Knitting for the women, I imagined. Or sewing. And the men might get to learn a thing or two about sailing if the captain put them to work topside. Wouldn’t the sailors be angry if the men sat around while there was work to be done? Or would they prefer strangers to keep below and out of the way?

Questions I’d never thought to ask danced around my head. Who were these people I’d surrounded myself with? They weren’t the sorts I’d grown accustomed to when I lived in my parents’ home. The women were more boisterous, settling in as though making new homes for themselves. The children ran in feral packs, being chastised by whichever mother was within reach when they grew too bold. And the men, before they went topside, had been noisy, quick with a jest and quicker with a coarse word when it suited them. 

Weeks. In here. With these people. Listening to Iona scoff and Mrs. Vance placate and the children shriek and—

“Those must be dark thoughts you’re thinking,” Elsie said. 

I had to laugh to shake off the gloom. “Yes, I guess they were.”

“What shall we do instead?”

“I don’t know. I do wish we could be on deck.” I glanced upwards again, but the wood planks told me nothing. 

“Jacky says they’ll let us up once we’re in the lough. You have your knitting.” Elsie nodded toward the ladies nearby who were occupying themselves with their needles. Mine lay forgotten in my lap.

I let out a long sigh. “Yes.”

“You don’t care much for it, do you?”

“No, not too much,” I answered. “I’m just so awful at it all.”

“I’m surprised your mother did not force you to practice. Mine was strict about it.”

I thought about shying away from the comment, but I wanted to trust Elsie. “Mother thought embroidery more suitable for a young lady,” I told her. 

Elsie’s mouth opened in surprise, but she closed it quickly. 

“I am trying to learn, though,” I continued. “If you might have any suggestions?”

“Practice,” Elsie said firmly.

I was at it for some while, working on the shawl I had begun under the Karney girl’s instruction. Elsie made suggestions and showed me when I’d dropped a stitch or added an extra. I was relieved when Jacky came for us. My eyes were strained from trying to see the stitches in the gloomy light, and my jaw ached from clenching it in concentration.

“Do you want to go topside?” Jacky asked. “Your man said it was fine,” he added with a look to me.

I nodded eagerly. Elsie was less inclined, but she let Jacky convince her. I shoved my knitting back into my bag, hung it on a peg, and followed Elsie and Jacky up the narrow steps.

The sunlight was bright enough to blind after spending time in the dark berths. The deck was busy with sailors, and there was a rhythm to their work that nearly matched the rhythmic swelling of the ship through the waters of Lough Foyle. Jacky led us around the sailors to where Grahame and Mr. Vance stood at the rail. 

My husband offered me a slight smile as I joined him. He gestured to a place by him at the rail, and I stepped up. The breeze tugged at my mob cap, pulling a few locks of my auburn hair free to whip across my face and neck. The breeze felt glorious, clean and crisp and carrying the scent of damp earth and green growing things. The water splashed against the hull below me and the lough spread out around us until it spilled onto the rocky shore of Donegal county. 

Sudden tears blurred my sight. This might be the last time I looked upon my homeland. Would I ever see Ireland again? What would the new land look like where we traveled? Could it ever be so green, so wild, so rich with history and tradition? Green, perhaps, and certainly wild, but how could a place so newly settled ever feel rich? I hadn’t realized the intangible things I was losing. 

I was clutching the rail, the polished wood strong and solid beneath my grip. 

“‘Tis a lovely way to say farewell,” I heard Jacky say to Elsie. 

I felt Grahame’s hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him, but he was looking out over the waters of the lough, at the shore sliding past. His expression was closed, his gaze far away, as if he were seeing something beyond the shores. I wanted to ask him what he saw, but I hesitated to break into his reverie. 

“This isn’t so bad,” Mr. Vance was saying to his wife, who had come topside with most of the other women. They were standing on the other side of Jacky and Elsie, staring out at the shore. “If the crossing is like this, we’ll have an easy one.”

I glanced at Jacky. Elsie was standing with her back against his chest, leaning into him, a hopeful smile on her face. Jacky, however, was looking down at her with apprehension.

What did he know that Mr. Vance didn’t?

Grahame’s hand tightened on my shoulder, drawing my attention. I found him also watching Elsie. He had the same look in his eye as Jacky. 

Worry unsettled my stomach and I drew a step closer to him. His arm went around my shoulders, and I welcomed his warmth and his closeness, foreign as it was. I wasn’t alone. I might not know the people around me, but I wasn’t alone.
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Chapter Three
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I REMAINED ON THE DECK as the other women went below. Standing by the rail out of the way of the crew, I tried to ignore the worry gnawing at me. Grahame left to help the sailors, and Jacky shadowed him, watching what he did. It was surprising to see how much Grahame understood ships and sailing. The captain commented on it as well, and I was close enough to overhear. 

“You’ve seen a few ships in your day,” Captain Dawson said. 

“A few,” Grahame agreed. 

“Ever been across the Atlantic?”

“No, sir, nothing so grand.”

“Even so,” the captain said, “another steady hand is always welcome.”

Where had he traveled, I wondered. I’d never asked him about his past. I hadn’t the right given my own. But now I wished I knew. What little I had learned from the Karney girl was that Grahame had left home at a young age after a disagreement with his father and had been gone ten years at least. He’d come home in time to make peace with the old man before he’d died and had then taken over the farming and the flocks. 

He was at ease on the ship, and he didn’t seem to mind Jacky’s attention. He didn’t say much to the younger man, but he slowed his knot-tying to give Jacky a chance to see how it was done. I was less uneasy seeing how confident he was on a ship. 

Before going below, Elsie had wandered over to see the animals in their rope enclosure by the forecastle. Altogether, there were a dozen sheep, most of them Grahame’s long sheep, four milk cows, one of them Grahame’s, and a bull, also Grahame’s. The bull was gentle as a babe, something for which I was thankful, for he was a thick-horned, sturdy beast as black as pitch, just like the cow. The chickens were housed below. I wanted to see to them, but I hadn’t been able to force myself back into the belly of the ship quite yet. It was so pleasant on the deck. 

The ship itself had seemed large from the pier, but now aboard with easily the same number of sailors as passengers, it felt not nearly large enough. The masts, however, were as thick as tree trunks, wider around than I could circle my arms. The sails overhead were like canopies, flapping and billowing with the winds. But what was more surprising was how clean it all was. The decks were scrubbed, the brass polished, the inside of the railing was even painted a lovely shade of blue. This was a ship to be proud of and she was treated as such. 

If only below-decks could be as clean. 

Not that they were dirty, I reminded myself. They had been clean but dark and smelly. But Grahame had said the smell would fade.

I joined Elsie by the sheep. The wind was still strong, even in the lee of the forecastle, and I had to clutch at my shawl to keep it from tugging free.

Elsie was stroking one of the sheep along its smooth nose. The touch seemed to bring both her and the animal comfort, but Elsie’s expression was tight. The wind tugged at her mob cap and her shawl, but a clever curve of beaten copper wire kept her shawl in place.

“Is that a shawl pin?” I asked her. 

Elsie put her hand to the pin and smiled. “Of a sort. Jacky made it for me when we were courting. He was always teasing me for losing my shawl pins. The pins would work loose and fall before I knew it, and I never could find them again. So he made me this.”

The pin was curled into a flattened spiral, with a sharpened end to slide into and around the stitches, gathering the layers together and holding them in place. It was clever, and I could see how useful it would be. 

“Does it leave holes?” 

“Not too badly,” Elsie said. Her expression grew pensive again. “We should go below,” she said, glancing around the deck. 

“I think Grahame would tell us if we needed to. Stay out a bit longer.”

Elsie took a long breath, as though weighing the chance of taking ill from the outside versus the discomfort of the cramped, stinking berths below. 

I understood how she felt. For most of my life I’d been warned against staying outside for too long and the dangers of catching a chill. Grahame insisted on being outside as much as possible, though. We had even taken meals at a table he’d set under the eaves of the farmhouse. He must have picked up the habit during his travels.

After a month with him, I had begun to understand why. I felt so much more freedom being outside. So much more alive. The stench of chamber pots and smoke and old meals was oppressive when I went back inside. And here it was worse. “Do you think there’s a way to air out the berths?”

Elsie laughed. “Wouldn’t that be handy? But I suppose we could ask. Jacky might know. He’s been learning all he can from whoever would speak to him of ships and sailing. We’ll ask him at supper.”

I frowned, stymied by another problem I hadn’t considered. “What will supper be? Are we to cook it? Where would we cook it?”

“I’m not sure,” Elsie admitted. “Let’s find Tavey. She’ll know, I’m certain.”

Mrs. Vance had gone below, and I was loath to do so. But if I would be expected to supply a meal for Grahame and myself, I needed to figure out how and soon. The sun was riding high in the sky. It was well past time for the noon meal. 

Reluctantly, I followed Elsie back into the ship. The smell was as bad as before, but now the odor of too many bodies in too close of space mingled with the stench of rotting fish. 

We found Mrs. Vance helping hang blankets between cots to serve for a bit of privacy. 

“All settled?” the older woman asked us. 

“For now,” Elsie answered. “We were wondering what to do about meals?”

“Bruce says there is a cook aboard,” Mrs. Vance told us. A cook? Of course, that made sense. Someone would have to feed all those sailors. “No doubt he’ll be of help. And we’ve plenty of fresh supplies to be used for the next few days. The captain has said cook fires are not to be lit outside the kitchen.”

Galley, I corrected, but silently. 

“We’ll need to arrange the use of the hearth, or what passes for one,” Mrs. Vance continued. “I was going to ask Iona to speak with the cook. Mr. Beacham is his name. He’ll be a bit coarse, but I expect he’ll mind his manners around ladies. Why don’t you go with her?”

“Are you certain we should be the ones to go, Mrs. Vance?” I asked. I wasn’t so sure how welcoming Iona would be of my company.

“I don’t see why not,” she told me. “And please, call me Tavey. It’s a long voyage for such formality.”

Tavey went back to her work, leaving us to find Iona. 

“Let me speak with her,” Elsie said. “She can be a bit harsh.”

I’d already taken note of Iona’s manner and had no trouble letting Elsie handle her. 

We found her at the other end of the berths, chastising a pair of boys for going topside without their parents. 

“And if I catch you at it again, I’ll take a switch to your backsides,” she finished. The boys were cowering. I figured them between eight and ten, brothers or cousins by the look of them. They scurried off to their cots when Iona turned away.

“Tavey thought we might accompany you to the galley,” Elsie said in a sweet, placating tone.

Iona bristled. “I’ll not set another foot into that man’s kitchen, God save me. Have a go at me, will he? He’ll be wishing he had our help when the time comes to feed us all.”

Elsie and I exchanged looks. 

“Does Tavey know—” Elsie began, but Iona cut her off.

“Tavey can go speak with him herself. I’ve other work to tend.” 

“And where,” I ventured before the bitter woman could leave, “might Tavey find the cook?”

Iona waved toward the passageway we had first entered. “Up those stairs, through the first passage, and go to the end of the hall.”

She turned away then. 

Elsie bit her lip in chagrin as I stood staring the direction Iona had gestured. Going by ourselves hadn’t been precisely what Tavey had meant, but Iona had given us little choice unless we wished to return to Tavey in failure.

Failing at my first requested task did not sit well with me. 

“It can’t be hard to find,” I said. “We might have better luck than she.”

Elsie hesitated.

I straightened my shoulders, determined to manage some part of this voyage on my own. “Shall we be at it?”

I thought Elsie might refuse, but apparently the idea of letting me go alone was too much. She nodded, though reluctantly.

We wended our way past the last few berths and mounted the stairs. The first passage was narrow, and the lintel came close to touching the tops of our caps. The entrance at the end of the hall opened to a confined space crowded with a closed-in hearth, a board set along one angled wall with pots hanging from hooks over it, and shelves fronted with a plank to keep their contents from spilling free. 

The thin man filling the narrow space turned to cast a fierce gaze upon us. He was an unkempt little man with an evil cast to his eye, his lank hair bound back by a stained kerchief, his clothing equally stained, though, I noted with dismay, well stitched. 

“What do ye what?” His tone was hard, and he spoke in a Londoner’s accent. 

“We’ve come to offer a hand at meals,” I offered. 

The man glared at me. “If I wanted women in my galley,” he growled, “I’d have married and taken a house. Get out, the both of ye. I’ve no use fer the either of ye. ‘Tis my duty to feed those souls aboard ship and do that I will.” His growl had twisted into a hissing lisp, as though he hadn’t all his teeth. 

Elsie backed away, frightened, but a stab of anger drove me to speak even when I knew it would be best to keep silent.

“You’ve nearly ninety new bodies to feed, sir, and only a single pair of hands. You’ll excuse us if we’d rather not wait until the end of the day for a single meal. Mistress Tavey sent us to help and help you we shall. Now,” I said, giving the place another glance, “what needs doing?”

The man gaped at me, and Elsie was wide-eyed with astonishment. I felt a blush threatening to burn across my cheeks, but I tipped my chin up and looked the man in the eye, refusing to back down.

A rusty chuckle shook through him, startling me. “Well, now, aren’t ye all spit and fire, just like I hear all Irish lasses are.”

“Scots-Irish, if you please,” I corrected. My father wouldn’t have wanted me to let that point slide past. 

“Oh, Scottish and Irish are ye? Well, now, don’t that beat all. Fine, then, my fiery miss. Come with me.” 

He brushed past us, smelling of cabbage, fish, and sweat. Elsie looked at me. I couldn’t refuse now. I gave her an encouraging smile that may have looked more like a grimace before following the cook.

He led us down two decks and into a hold stacked with boxes and barrels, with piles of canvas bags filling every available crevice and others hanging from hooks set in the beams. 

“The freshest of it all won’t last, so we’ll have at it first,” the cook told us, picking through the bags closest to him. “Some fine meals, fer a bit. But later—” He turned to cast a dark-eyed gaze over us. “Later it’ll be all salt meat and beans and hardtack. And potatoes and peas.”

“Peas?” Elsie looked surprised.

“So it isn’t all potatoes, my fine lady,” he told her with a grin full of missing teeth, which accounted for his lisp. “There’s butter and rum and beer and water, but that last will go sparingly. Cap’n is careful about the water. We’ve chickens, aside from those ones ye brought. Biscuits to break yer fast, and peas and butter fer dinner, and beans and meat fer suppers, with a measure of beer or rum, depending on the day. There’s salt beef and fish, and a thankful thing the fish isn’t from that last shipment.” Again that gaping grin, this time with a rusty chuckle that shook his narrow body. “Foul lot that was, and Cap’n fouler still from the trouble it caused.”

“What happened?” I asked without thinking.

“Supposing to be salt fish,” he answered while hefting bags aside. He was much stronger than he looked. “But weren’t all. Had some fresh mutted in. Didn’t realize it ‘til a two-day from port. Went from Amsterdam to Aberdeen with that stench coming up at us, and then finally pitched the whole of it over the side. Washed the whole place down and still it reeks, but it’ll clear in a few weeks yet. Cap’n was fast fer the devil in his ire, rightly so, and took the whole business to the magistrate. Didn’t see any pay off it, but no loss, either, so there’s that.”

The man was becoming chatty as we lingered. I suspected he didn’t have much in the way of company, alone in his galley, and women or not, we’d do for conversation.

“So, these here,” he said, gesturing to the bags. “I’ve fresh beef to go with these cabbages and onions, and fresh bread, too, and eggs and milk. These’ll need tending.” He pulled out a head of cabbage. “Quartered, thusly.” He made a couple of slashing motions. “And the onions the same and the eggs cracked.” He patted a small crate. “But fer the noon meal, first, there’s butter and bread and a good hard cheese.” Lifting the top of another crate, he pulled out a large wheel. “So send them women to me and I’ll dole it all out, and then later ye both can have at the cabbage and onions fer the supper.”

He eyed us, and I saw a challenge in his gaze.

I nodded. “Of course.”

“Fine, then, off with ye. And no women in my galley,” he called after us. “I have the charge of it. I won’t be sharing the cook fire. I told that woman what came asking already. ‘Tis in my trust and I don’t take it lightly.”

I held up my hand in supplication. “Of course not, Mr. Beacham. It is your kitchen.”

We found our way back to the berths. I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or not. Whatever had I been thinking? I was only a few months learning how to cook. How could I possibly do anything but add to Mr. Beacham’s work? 

“I can’t believe you were so bold,” Elsie told me. “I’m not ashamed to say he frightened me badly.”

“I’m a bit surprised myself,” I admitted. I decided not to share my doubts, at least for the moment. “Let’s find Tavey and give her the word.” 

––––––––
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GRAHAME DIDN’T COME below for his dinner, so I carried it up to him. I found him helping to secure one of the sails. It was mesmerizing to watch the men work together, and I was impressed by how seamlessly Grahame had fit in with the crew. 

I moved to the rail, not wanting to be in the way, and saw a large cliff, like a flat-topped mountain, jutting out into the lough. It was looming ahead of the ship, like a guardian of a castle entrance. 

“That be Magilligan Point.” The cook’s rough voice came from behind me. He stood a few paces back, carrying a large pail of peas mixed with butter in one hand and a pail of wooden bowls in the other. He had wrapped a discolored length of knitting a couple times around his neck, as though afraid to take chill. The strange scarf hung down his chest in a loop. It had grown chillier out, with a bite in the wind. I wished I’d thought to wear something warmer.

“Ye shouldn’t be standing on the rail,” he told me. “‘Tisn’t safe.”

“I’ll take care not to fall,” I said, a bit dismayed that he would think me so careless.

“‘Tisn’t falling that I’d fear,” he said ominously and went on about his duties.

I was staring after him as Grahame approached. 

“Did he offer you a wrong word?” Grahame asked darkly.

“No, nothing like that.” I shook off the feeling. “I brought your dinner. The others are eating in the berths.”

“Let’s sit over here.” Grahame led me to a sheltered place near the livestock and accepted the bowl of buttered peas, a wedge of cheese, and hunk of bread. “What do you think of Mr. Beacham?”

His question surprised me, more because he asked it than what he asked. 

“The cook? He isn’t a pleasant fellow, but he was helpful enough.”

“Has everyone settled in?”

“Yes. We’re hanging blankets for privacy. I saw Jacky came below.”

Grahame merely nodded.

“Will you be working for the whole voyage?” I asked, encouraged by finding him so talkative.

“The captain lost a couple hands in Aberdeen. We’ve struck a bargain.” Grahame didn’t say more, and I was uncertain how to press him, so I let it go. 

“Will you come below soon?”

“For supper.”

That ended my attempts at conversation. I stared toward land as Grahame finished his meal. The coastline was still green and lush, dotted with boulders as if cast about by a giant, like from my nanny’s tales. 

Watching the shore slide by, I could still believe I would see home again. A long sigh escaped me, and I glanced at Grahame to find him watching me with those dark eyes. 

He looked away, then held his bowl out.

“My thanks.”

“Of course,” I answered, for the lack of any better response. 

“I’ll see you below.”

It was as much of a dismissal as he would give. I gave him as cheerful a smile as I could manage, collected his empty bowl, and returned to the berths. 

I fetched my own meal and found Elsie and Jacky eating near their cots. 

Jacky offered me his stool, and I sat, grateful for the company. The rest of the berths were lively with conversation.

“I was telling Elsie how we’d reach Magilligan Point,” Jacky told me. “Once we pass it, it isn’t long to round Inishowen Head and be out on open water.” He was buzzing with excitement and coming close to hitting his head on the planked ceiling with each gesture. 

Elsie was smiling patiently at her husband with a look of amusement and adoration. It was sweet to see, but after the uncomfortable meeting with Grahame, it also reminded me of what was lacking in my own marriage. 

“The cook said something strange,” I said, trying to shake off my malaise. “He told me that I shouldn’t stand close to the rail.”

“It would be awful if you were to fall over,” Elsie said. 

“I thought that was his point,” I told her, “but he said that it wasn’t falling that worried him. What else might it be?”

I looked to Jacky, but the young man shrugged. “I couldn’t say. But I can tell you that sailors are ripe with superstitions. They’re worse than spinsters.” He laughed.

Jacky returned to the deck to try his hand again at helping Grahame. Elsie and I found where to wash the dishes. The cook had set up a barrel of seawater through the passage leading out of the berths next to my cot. We saw to the dishes, drying them on towels I had brought. I was glad that Grahame had known what to prepare, but as he seemed to have sailed before, I knew I shouldn’t be surprised. Some of the others had no dishes at all and had to borrow or had no suitable dishtowels and had to share. Others were dismayed by sharing a single barrel of wash water. I hoped it would be emptied each day, at least. And that we wouldn’t be expected to bathe with the same water.

I pushed the thoughts out of my head. 

Elsie and I returned to the stools by Elsie’s cots to work on stitching again. We spoke mainly of needles and knitting, and Elsie was a wealth of knowledge. I knew embroidery, it being the lady’s work that my mother most enjoyed, and I knew enough stitch work to sew a seam or a button. Elsie knew stitches by the score, and she recommended them, shyly at first, and then more emboldened as I readily accepted. I wanted to be better at the work and knew I had a long way to go. Plus, it did help pass the time.
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Chapter Four
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BY THE TIME TAVEY FOUND us, I was ready to set aside stitch work for kitchen work, a thought that would never have crossed my mind two months ago. 

“Can you two see to helping the cook? We’ve got others preparing what we’ve brought for supper, but I’m sure he could use an extra pair of hands. 

I readily agreed. Elsie was reluctant but nevertheless joined me. We found Beacham in the galley, muttering to himself. He didn’t notice us until I cleared my throat.

“Blast ye, er—” Beacham caught himself quickly and ducked his head. “Beg pardon, miss. Thought you were the first mate.”

“Does he often come to the galley?” I asked, curious.

“Only when the cap’n says. Now, what might I be doing fer ye, miss?”

“We’ve come to help with the evening meal, as we said we would.”

He looked surprised. “I figured ye’d have found better occupation by now than quartering cabbages and onions.”

“As it turns out, there seems very little for women to do.”

He chuckled, a sinister edge to the sound. “We aren’t too much accustomed to women folk aboard, ‘tis true indeed. But I’ll not say no to help since ye insisted in it so ably afore. Remember ye where the storage hold stands?”

I nodded.

“Then take this,” he said, handing me a large cleaver. The handle was smooth with use, and the blade gleamed sharply along its length. “And take
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