Storms in the Shadows

By Jessica Smith

Chapter 1


“Hoist the sail!  Check that mast!  I don’t want another mast falling onto the deck when the weather gets rough.  Secure that rope Howard!  Do you want a sail to crash on your head?”


“No sir,” replied the boy.


“Then secure that rope properly boy!”


“Yes sir,” answered the boy and he rushed to secure the cable.

Captain John Carlyle turned to gaze at the rugged ocean waves that crashed out in the inky blue sea after taunting the sailor.  Today was not a good day for sailing.  Once again he observed his weather measurements, wind speed, ocean current, and tide movements; however, this did not defer his initial intuition.  The dark clouds looming on the horizon still haunted him, but as the morning sea air filled his lungs, he concluded that he was over estimating the approaching storm’s intensity.


“If it wasn’t for that new politician and his prissy fiancé, I wouldn’t be so worried about a little wind,” John mumbled to himself.


Being a hard core sailor, John didn’t care for human contact.  Just give him a steady boat and a clear day and John was in luxury.  Somehow the little weasel of a politician had talked his way onto the trade boat so that he could get to his precious meeting at the House of Burgesses in Virginia.  Of course, had the decision been John’s, neither of the rich scumbags would have stepped foot on the ship.  However, when merchants see a way to make a profit, they jump at the money.  John’s employer had the right to add cargo as he wished, but human cargo simply added to the number of water barrels to be placed on the ship, and also the pounds of food to be stored.  Plus, any man that would pay twenty-five dollars for a speedy trip to Virginia could be nothing but trouble.  


“Nobody decides who attains passage on my ship but me.  I’m the captain of this ship!”  John angrily kicked the large mast at the center of the boat in frustration, cursing at the pain that it brought.  A fellow shipmate called down from his perch upon the mast, “Everything all right down there captain?”

John cursed at the man and yelled, “Mind your own business and fasten those cables securely.  I don’t want to crash because some idiot overlooked a few minor details.”

“Aye-aye captain, right away!”

John watched as the shipmate added three more knots onto the cable, and then strode across the deck to check the bow for leaks.

If anyone said John was a pleasant man to be in company with, well, they would be lying.

***


Anna Louise Clark stroked thoughtfully at her docile cocker spaniel’s cream fur.  Today was the day she was to set off on a journey at sea.  Her fiancé, Andrew James, used to be such an amiable man.  He was a business man with a mountain of prospects and a bright future in enterprise.  Yet Andrew had a political spark in him that lately flared into a roaring fire.  His virtue and determination for justice were keen traits for a politician and his ideals were fresh and idealistic.  He stated his ideals with such passion that it convinced others to follow suit.  It was no wonder that he was a brilliant businessman.  

Most women would love such a politically enthusiastic fiancé, yet Anna did not.  She had no desire to become a politician’s wife, nor did she ever dream of becoming one.  She knew the ways of society, yet felt trivial around such grand political authorities as George Washington and Benjamin Franklin. 
Growing up the daughter of a French dignitary was enough to provide flawless social graces to any twenty-one year old.  Since the age of 10, she was trained to curtsy, to be silent unless addressed or introduced, and to have perfect etiquette, whether she was eating, dancing, or socializing.  Even at her mature age, Anna never felt that she truly fit into the custom made society that she was forced to become part of.  Her father was delighted at the news of Andrew’s proposal and held a grand ball to celebrate the engagement; still Anna’s heart was not of the joyous nature.  Somehow, even though she had grown up to become what she was so diligently taught to be, her heart longed for something different.

“What does it matter?”  Anna thought numbly to herself.  “I’ll never marry for love, so I might as well marry for wealth and my father’s contentment.  This marriage is a proper one, and is well sanctioned by society.”
“But you’re not happy.  Somehow you believe that you could be more than a silent face; more than a face that simply smiles and pretends to comprehend the enigmatic conversations being spoken.  Why can’t you just tell your father your dream?”
“I can never tell my dream.  Grow up Anna; you’re not a child anymore.  It’s time to stop thinking about you, and to start thinking about others in need of much more than yourself.  Andrew’s a good man and will make a wonderful husband and father.  He can provide everything that you will ever need and more.  Be happy and grateful for such abundant blessings.”
“What if this isn’t the life you’re supposed to have?  What if there’s a more wonderful man out there who appreciates simply being in your presence, and always has time to say he loves you, even when he’s overworked and busy.”

“Andrew is that sort of man.  As soon as his political zest lessens, he will be the perfect man for me and the perfect husband of society.”

Anna stroked the puppy’s wool like fur again and gently set him in his cage.  The sadness in her heart consumed her, but she could allow no one to see this sadness, and plastered on a face of joy and merriness.  Her dreams of something more would never be fulfilled nor even known to her loved ones, and that was the way it was meant to be.

A small nock at the door aroused Anna from her internal argument.

“Yes?”


“Mis’us Anna, Mr. Carlyle and the carriage are here to take you to the port.  Are you ready Miss?”


Anna glanced at the mirror to peer at her reflection.  Her long brunette hair was pulled into a taught bun above the crown of her head.  The travel dress she wore matched her eyes in the truest shade of blue.  A mink shawl gently draped about her shoulders and her tan leather boots were polished to a brilliant shine.  Anna touched the diamond ring gingerly placed on her left index finger, but swiftly dropped her hand.  

“Yes, I’m ready,” she called to the maid.


With the precision only established in a house of wealthy occupants, servants quickly entered the room and carried Anna’s luggage to the carriage.  Anna lingered for a moment and looked about the room.  She studied every lampshade and pillow as if to make an everlasting mental picture of the room in which she had resided her whole life.  She picked up her hand bag, glanced once more about the room, and walked silently out the door.

Chapter 2

“Carriage approaching off the port side!” a sailor yelled from atop the crow’s nest.


John looked up from the cargo register at the elegant carriage approaching.  Obviously, the most precious cargo had arrived.  John shook his head and continued to count the tons of cargo being loaded.  However, his assistant was not so ready to continue work.


“Captain, there’s Mr. Andrew James.  He looks the part of a politician.  Just look at that tailored suit and how shiny his boots are.  Not a hair on his brown head is out of place.  Even his belt buckle seems to shine.  I bet he has someone polish those boots and buckle everyday.  And that carriage!  That thing had to cost at least thirty dollars.  Look at the embellishment along the frame, and the iron wheels.  Those are hard to find around these parts.”

John grunted at the description.  “Sounds like a yellow bellied sissy who won’t stand a week on this ship before becoming ill with sea sickness.”


“Oh no sir,” the assistant replied, “Mr. James was a sailor on a few voyages when he was younger.  I heard the cook talking about it just this morning.  Said that he sailed around the Caribbean to rid the sea of pirates.  What an honorable thing to do.” 


“He probably went on one of those vessels that have a specialized crew and he just sat there and pretended to look important.”


“No sir.  Mr. James is an estimable man.  There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s honest, brave…”


“Now look son, I don’t care about Mr. what’s-his-name’s past travels at sea.  I’ve been on more voyages than you could ever dream of.  Now stop watching the man and start counting the cargo.”


“Yes sir,” said the assistant nonchalantly.  He went back to work for but a moment before his eyes again wondered to the exciting new person unloading his carriage.


“There must be at least five trunks being loaded onto the ship!  Wouldn’t it be great to be that rich captain?  You could buy a bigger ship, find a beautiful woman and marry her, and dump this cargo ship to sail the world!”


“Didn’t I tell you to stop talking about that man and his rich lifestyle?  Get back to work before I demote you to cabin boy.”


“Yes sir, captain sir, no more spying for me.”

Finally in peace of the boy’s relentless babble, John returned to the business of counting cargo.  Before John could get much further into his work, Andrew James walked onto the ship.


“Who is the captain of this ship?”  Andrew inquired.


With a sigh, John didn’t bother to look up as he grunted, “Aye.”


Andrew walked stealthily towards John and said, “Good day sir.  Let me introduce myself.  My name is Andrew James.”


Andrew outstretched his right hand but John simply looked at it and continued to work.  Andrew, slightly perturbed at the captain’s surliness, quickly regained his composure and continued to speak.


“I was hoping to take a look at my fiancée and my accommodations before I allow her to board the ship.  Anna has never been on a ship and I want to make sure she is as comfortable as physically possible.”


“Your accommodations are just as good as the rest of the crew’s,” replied John, never bothering to look up.


“I requested a moderately superior bedroom for my fiancée.  I myself don’t mind the living quarters, however Anna is used to something a bit more...comfortable.”  


“I’ll give you something comfortable…”  John growled.


Just then, a small man with a grey suit and boulder hat rushed onto the ship.  It was John’s employer and the crooked man looked as pleasant as a poisonous flower, drawing you in by innocence, and then killing for selfish reasons.


“Ahhhh, Mr. James!  You’re early.  That’s just what I like to see, a man with punctuality.”

“Mr. McCoy, how nice it is to see you again.  How are the wife and kids?”


“Lovely, lovely.  The missus was inquiring upon your nomination as a Representative in the House of Burgesses.  How wonderful it is that my ship could accommodate your need at such an urgent time.”


“Your generosity is most appreciated.”


“Is there anything I can do to make your voyage a bit more pleasant before you set sail?”


“Actually, I was just discussing with the captain that I might obtain a more comfortable living quarter for my fiancée.  The captain is under the impression that this is not important, however, I find it of the highest priority.  I was wondering if….”


“Of course, whatever you ask.  Captain!”


John winced and mumbled a curse under his breath before answering.

“Yeah?”


“Give the man what he wants.  I want Miss Clark to have the best accommodations possible.”


“I don’t have the money in my budget to accommodate for such unnecessary luxuries.”


“I didn’t mean to be a bother.  I’m sure Anna will love the shabby apartment and nonexistent comfort Captain Carlyle will provide,” Mr. James replied.

“I’m sure she’ll feel right at home.”


Mr. James’ face turned cherry red and his hand began to form a fist.


“Maybe I should take my travel arrangements elsewhere!  It’s quite obvious that this ship is not worthy of the generous donation I have invested to make my urgent trip.”


“Gentleman!  There’s no need for argument.”  Mr. McCoy interrupted.  “My company will pay for any expense made to make Miss Clark feel comfortable.”


“Thank you kind sir,” said Mr. James, calmness returning to his voice.  “Your generosity is most overflowing.  You are the sort of man I like doing business with.  I’m sure Anna’s father will be most pleased and will consider your vessels for his next voyage to France.”


“You are too kind Mr. James.  Anything else I can do for you?”


“No, that will be all,” said Mr. James, as he turned to John.  “I will need two men to purchase and bring the items necessary for Anna’s comfort here to the ship.  I will go to her quarters to assist in the decision of the paraphernalia to be purchased.”

John paused and stared at Mr. James, making the gentleman a little uncomfortable, before glancing about the boat and yelling, “Pearson!  Dodger!  Come here now!”


The two cabin boys scurried to the captain’s side.  


“Go with this man and help him get anything he wants.”


“Yes sir,” the boys replied, and followed the strutting politician off the ship.


“John, I don’t want to hear any trouble from you while you are on this ship.  Remember, I pay your salary.  This is not some fancy cruiser where you make all the decisions.  This is a cargo ship with supplies for the Virginia Colony.  While you are captain of this ship, you suck in your pride and give that man what he wants.  Do you understand me?”


“Yes, Mr. McCoy”


“Good.  Now get back to the cargo register.  I want this ship to pull out on schedule.”

 
John nodded and turned to walk back to his assistant at the cargo register.


“How was it?  Isn’t Mr. James a great man?  There’s such a presence and a good nature about him.  I wish I had had the honor of speaking to him as you did.  What did he say?”


John sighed and said, “We’re not good enough for him.”


“What do you mean?  Mr. James is in favor of the common man’s freedoms.  How could such a man with those values look down on us?”


John’s nostrils flared and his right fist tightened.  “Because he’s a rich, good for nothing politician.  Now stop blabbering and get back to work.”


“Aye, aye captain.”


Before the captain could become fully engrossed with his work, a sparkling carriage pulled up to the port.  The driver jumped from his perch and rushed to open the carriage door.


John’s assistant looked up and gasped, pulling on John’s sleeve.  John glanced up nonchalantly, but took a double look at the delicate creature stepping from the carriage.  Her gloved hand reached for the cabby’s extended hand while her left hand gracefully grasped her long navy skirt.  Tan boots stepped down the two steps of the carriage as she gently descended to the ground.  Before John could blink, a white parasol was opened and placed above her brunette bun.  She glanced up at John, engulfing him in her ocean eyes.  The gaze was held for what seemed an eternity before she turned away and was led to Mr. James’ side.
