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Tiger in the Fire

The year is 1773. The city is London. The night is cold and wet. A
bell in a clock-tower strikes two. The sound echoes® through the de-
serted@ streets. Light is streaming® out of a window in a nearby
house. Inside the house a girl is sitting next to an open coal-fire. The
girl is very pretty, with golden hair and clear white skin. She is rub-
bing her hands together. Not because she is cold, but because she is

afraid. Time is passing very slowly for her. ..

Molly gazed® into the fire. The coals were red and the heat was in-
tense®. She knew that some people believed you could see into the
future by looking at the coals. Molly didn’t want to see into the fu-
ture and she turned her head away. She had a terrible feeling that
something terrible was waiting for them in the future. Only she
didn’t know what it was.

Was a burning tiger waiting in the fire? A tiger that wanted to

tear them both to pieces®?

Jacob was very late. Later than he usually was. Molly tried not to
worry, but it was hopeless. Every time he went out she was afraid
he wouldn’t come back.

Sometimes she felt that a devil had taken control of him. Jacob

@ toecho X EF @ deserted % — A @ tostream FH @ to
gaze ## O intense B A # (© tear sth. to pieces £ (X 4) WA & K



had changed so much. He had made many enemies and lost many
friends. He walked around London like he owned the city and he

could do whatever he wanted.

Molly rubbed her cold hands together again and wished he would
come home. Waiting and not knowing was the worst thing. She
looked into the flames once more.

Molly remembered some of the things Jacob had told her. Jacob
had been a slave all his life. He had been born a slave. His mother
and father had been slaves. He had been given orders and told what
to do for most of his life. Now, suddenly, Jacob was a free man.
Molly was sure this was the root of most of their problems. Jacob
just didn’t know what to do with his freedom. He needed time to get
used to it.

Molly sighed and rubbed her cold hands together. She didn’t
know what to do, but she knew she was going to stay with him. Stay
with him and wait until the crisis@ was over. Molly recalled what he
had said before he left the house:

“I'm free, Molly. I’'m free and I want to do... I want to
do. .. absolutely® everything. ”

“ All right, if that’s what you want, Jacob. Just be careful and
always come back home. ”

“Don’t worry about me, Molly. I'm lucky and I'm the best
swordsman@® in all London. Nobody is going to push me around or
tell me what to do anymore. I'm free.”

“I know, Jacob, I know. Only don’t go looking for trouble.

You don’t have to prove anything to me or anyone else. "

@ flame x#& @ crisis it @ absolutely % &3 @ swordsman I ¥ 4| %



“Don’t look like that, Molly. I can take care of myself now.
I'll be back later on with my pockets full of gold. Tomorrow I’ll buy
you a dress made for a princess®. ”

“Y don’t need another dress, Jacob. I’ve got a room full of pret-
ty dresses. Let’s get away from London, Jacob. Let’s buy a little
farm in the country. Stay at home tonight, Jacob. Don’t go out to-
night and fight, please!”

“I can’t stay, Molly. We haven’t got enough money. You'll
have to wait. ”

“T've a bad feeling about tonight, Jacob. ”

“Oh, Molly, sweetheart®. Hundreds of people are waiting to
see my sword in action. It feels great when I hear them clapping®
and shouting out my name. ‘ Ja-cob, Ja-cob, Ja-cob’. It makes me
feel ten feet tall. ”

“Half of them want to see you lose, Jacob. ”

“1 know that, Molly. That's why I like to win so much. It’s
wonderful to see their faces when I win.”

“Jacob, is it worth it? You're free now. What more do you
want?”

“1 want to show them..."

“Show them what, Jacob?”
“1 want to show them. .. I want to show them all that I'm just

as good as they are. 1 want to show them that. .. that I'm here!”
Molly tried hard not to criticize® Jacob too much. Anyway, it did

no good. These days Jacob didn’t really listen to her.
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She knew that her long, worried face irritated® him. Jacob
liked Molly to smile and look happy when he gave her expensive
presents. The money came from Jacob’s sword. He was an excep-
tional® swordsman. He not only gave lessons in swordplay® to rich,
young gentlemen, Jacob also fought in exhibition matches for prize
money. The idea was not to kill in these matches, only to find out
who was the best swordsman. Usually, nobody was seriously hurt.
There was a bit of blood, a few cuts, but a lot of action for the large
crowds who came to watch.

Often, after the swordplay, the match would continue with box-
ing. The boxing could last for hours. Fifty or sixty rounds was nor-
mal. They boxed until only one man was left standing on his feet.
Jacob didn’t like boxing, but sometimes he was forced into the ring.
He preferred to® earn his money with the sword.

Recently, Jacob had started gambling®. What he liked most
was playing cards. Nothing pleased him more than to come home
with his pockets full of gold after a long night at the gambling-

tables. Jacob said it was‘easy money’ .

Molly had heard people talking about Jacob behind his back. They
didn’t like his attitude. They called him arrogant®, provocative®
and big-headed®.

Molly knew there was some truth in this. Jacob was simply
drunk with freedom. He wanted it all. He bought the finest clothes,

smoked the best tobacco and drank the most expensive coffee. He
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said whatever he wanted, and, in reality, he respected no one. It
was as though he wanted to show the whole world that he was afraid
of nothing and no one. He bought a brand-newQ® carriage with four
white horses to pull it. Typically he named the horses after the four

richest men in London.

Jacob liked to ride through the narrow streets of London with Molly
at his side for everyone to see. A tall, handsome black man together
with a young, pretty, white woman. Sometimes Molly wished that
she had jet-black@ skin like Jacob. It would make life easier. Molly
knew that Jacob liked to provoke® people. But nobody said a word
when Jacob was close. They all knew that his sword was as sharp as

a razor® and he knew how to use it.

Molly smiled to herself and put some more coal on the fire. It was
strange. There were so many things people didn’t like about Jacob,
but he’d been taught all of them by white men. They had trained him
like a dancing bear. Only now he had started to dance to his own

tune®. That was what they didn’t like and could not accept.

Suddenly she heard the sound of carriage wheels coming down the
street and she rushed to the window. It wasn’t Jacob’s carriage. It
was Thomas Jackson’s. Molly knew immediately that something was
wrong.

She watched the door swing open. Molly bit® her bottom lip@,
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and shivered®, when she saw three men lift Jacob out and carry him
towards the door. She ran down the stairs as the men began to ham-
mer@ on the door. Molly ran as fast as she could. The maid was
slowly moving towards the door, but Molly ran past her and opened
it herself. When Molly saw Jacob covered in blood her legs col-
lapsed® under her body. Thomas Jackson caught hold of her and
stopped her falling to the floor.

“It’s bad, Molly. Jacob’s lost a lot of blood. I arrived too late
to stop it happening. It was all my brother Jasper’s work. He had a
gang of® cut-throats® waiting for Jacob outside Caxton Hall. I found
him lying in the doorway half dead. I feel so ashamed. It’s all my
fault, Molly .~

Molly could only half understand what Thomas was saying. All
she could think about was Jacob. Was it true? Was he dying? They
carried Jacob upstairs and Thomas sent a man for the doctor.

Ten minutes later he arrived dressed in his nightshirt. He exam-
ined Jacob.

“I'm sorry. I can’t lie to you. I don’t think he’ll last until
morning. I'm sorry. I've never seen anyone beaten like this. I'm
sorry. There’s nothing I can do for him. All you can do is pray®.
His life is in the hands of the Lord®.”

Molly thanked him, paid him and sat down next to Jacob on the
bed. Jacob’s face was grey and his lips were blue. His chest moved
up and down very slowly.

“Shall I stay with you, Molly?” Thomas asked.

“No, go, Thomas. I'll be all right. ”
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“If you need anything, Molly, send word to me and I'll come
at once. ”

“Thank you, Thomas. What about your brother Jasper?”

“He’s not at home, Molly. He was drunk when I talked to him
before. 1 don’t know where he is. But I swear® if Jacob dies, I'll

find Jasper and make him pay for this. I swear it, Molly.”

Thomas Jackson left and Molly looked into the fire once more. She
could see shapes in the glowing coals. There were faces she knew
and faces she had never seen before.

She started to remember how it all began. So much had hap-
pened to them all. It had all started in Major Jackson’s house. The

large, old house, down by the Thames?,
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The Black Prince

The first time she heard Jacob Bright's name Molly was on her
knees. She was kneeling® on the floor before Miss Priscilla Jackson.

Molly had just put Priscilla’s shoes on and now she was lacing
them up@. Priscilla’s shoes were brand-new and still a little tight.
Priscilla had just received a letter from her brother, Thomas, who
was in Jamaica inspecting the family’s sugar plantation®. Priscilla
was reading the letter aloud to two of her rich friends, Sarah and
Mildred :

“_ . .1 was in a card game with a rich slave owner my dearest, Pris-
cilla. This gentleman only comes to Kingston once a year. Anyway,
he ran out of money and wanted to give me a piece of paper with his
name on it, but I said ‘no’. So he was forced to use his best slave,
“Jacob’ to cover® his bet. He said Jacob was worth more than four
hundred pounds. Anyway, my dearest sister, I won the game, all
the money and Jacob! Afterwards he tried to buy Jacob back, but I
refused. I’'m going to give Jacob to mother as a present when I get
back to England. I'm nearly finished with our affairs out here.
Jacob’s master owned one of the biggest sugar plantations on the
istand and over five hundred first-class field slaves. He’'s never

worked as a common field slave and his hands are as smooth as a
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gentleman’s. He’s been trained carefully since he was a child to work
indoors. He really is a first-class servant. It's amazing®, but he ac-
tually knows how to read! Jacob knows a little Greek and Latin too.
His former owner was also a very fine swordsman and he had trained
Jacob as a fencing@ partner. He taught him to use both the sabre®
and the rapier®. 1 hate swords, but I’ve started to teach him to play
cards. He learns exceptionally quickly, dearest Priscilla. I'll have to
be very careful with him or I'll lose all my money, and he’ll end up

owning me!
Your dear brother, Thomas

P.S. He’s nearly twenty. He looks like a statue® of a Greek god. ”

Soon the whole house was buzzing® with rumours® about Jacob
Bright.

The first time Molly saw him he was dressed in red velvet®
from top to toe, He was wearing a bright red velvet jacket and tight
trousers that stopped at the knees. His silk stockings were white. His
shoes were red and shiny®. They had big, silver buckles®. His
hands were hidden by spotless, white gloves. His shirt was made of
white silk. Jacob was wearing a very fashionable white, powdered

wig®. It was decorated® with a large, black velvet bow at the back.

Molly thought Jacob was the most beautiful man she had ever seen.
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