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CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    As Mel began to come to, she listened to the sounds around her.  She could hear shouts and conversations in several languages, clumping noises, metal grinding against metal, the creaking of wood, bangs, things rolling around, human sounds of snoring, farting, and breathing, squeaking of what she believed were rats, and above all that racket was the relentless sound of water.  She could hear it faintly slapping against the thick wall her cheek was pressed tightly against.  There were dreadful smells and something moist below her other cheek.  It was a dampness and something else with an odor she couldn’t identify.  The wall was solid, a second sense told her that, but she could still identify the sound of water near her.  Where was she? 
 
    “Get up!  Get up!” a voice called, and she was suddenly sputtering as a bucketful of water splashed down on her barely awake and curiously numb face.  Blinking rapidly, she could feel the sting of saltwater in her eyes.  “Get yer arse up,” a voice told her.  Slowly, she sat up from where she had been lying and tried to wipe the water from her eyes.  Additional splashes of water hit her on both sides as buckets full of water were thrown on others around her.  Blinking rapidly, she looked at the men lying about, some of them looking more confused than she.  When one of the water bearers had all their attention, he said, “Yer on a ship at sea, and you’ll be doing work, if you know what’s good for ya.  There hain’t no way off ‘er, and if you don’t work, you don’t eat.  If you don’t work, we’ll throw ya overboard, and you’se can walk back!”  He started to laugh at his own jest and the other two with him joined in. 
 
    Mel looked up at the man that was talking.  He looked horrible.  Bent over slightly, he snarled his words.  He could have used a good shave and his clothes hadn’t been cleaned…maybe ever.  His face was in a permanent sneer, he was missing several teeth, and the teeth that remained were brown and fuzzy.  His hands were gnarled looking.  His shirt must have been white once, but now it was stained with dribble that had run down his scraggly beard and continued down the front of the material.  His pantaloons were brown but faded from saltwater, and his scrawny but very hairy legs were darker from tanning and filth than his dirty pantaloons.  He was barefooted, but the knives at his waist and a pistol held in a brightly colored red sash were well-worn and menacing, even if his countenance wasn’t. 
 
    Standing behind that man were two others, one with a short whip in his dirty, hairy hands, the other wearing a patch over one eye with two pistols held in his hands and another two pistols wrapped in a bright orange sash at his waist.  Neither man was taking any chances as they eyed their prisoners. 
 
    Mel looked around to see who he was talking to and saw four others sprawled on the filthy floor around her. 
 
    “Where are we?” one of the men laying beside Mel asked, reaching to hold his head. 
 
    “I tole yer,” the man snarled.  “Yer at sea, and I want ya up and workin’ NOW!” he thundered. 
 
    “I need to be–” one man began but was struck down with a humiliating backhanded slap.    
 
    “I told ya where ya need to be,” he snarled.  “Get up and get ta work!”  He leaned forward, grabbed the man by the neck of his shirt, and hurled him to the feet of his compatriots.  The man behind him unfurled the short but deadly-looking whip. 
 
    Mel was one of the first to slowly rise, her height towering well above the gnarled man.  It took a moment as she felt lightheaded; someone had obviously drugged her.  The man eyed her warily and backed away slightly.  He didn’t know she was a woman, and why would he?  She was big and built like an ox.  Also, she had been wearing men’s western wear and her hair was cut short, so there was no reason for them to suspect she wasn’t a man.  She knew better than to let on that she was anything other than what she appeared.  She knew she was in a dangerous situation, much more dangerous than any of them realized.  As a woman, she could easily be raped, and there would be no one to stop men like this.  Furthermore, if they discovered the fortune she had on her person, her life would be agony until they no longer had a use for her, and then they would simply discard her into the sea.  She didn’t say a word.  She knew the money she must have had in her pockets was long gone.  Her fine boots, her hat, and her leather jacket were also all gone. 
 
    A second man got up slowly.  He too seemed to be intoxicated, the aftereffects of the drugs making him sluggish.  “I don’t think you understand.  I can pay for–” he began, trying to sound reasonable. 
 
    The man smiled, baring his disgusting teeth.  His fetid breath wafted across the distance separating him and the men he was standing over.  “Anythin’ you thought you had is ours.  You gotta earn yer way across.” 
 
    “But I assure you, I can–” the man said again, reaching for a wallet that wasn’t there.  “I’ve been robbed!” he gasped, incredulous at such an occurrence as he patted his pockets desperately.  The three men standing over them laughed uproariously at his statement and chagrin. 
 
    Mel watched the man and the others, who were taking longer to come around.  She could see one was just a boy.  She glanced up as the man with the whip licked his lips, gazing at the boy and eying him up and down.  She saw where he was looking. 
 
    “Yer gonna work yer way across,” the man repeated, backhanding the man insultingly. 
 
    The man looked astounded to have been touched by the vulgar man and had started forward, intending to defend his honor, when the whip struck him.  First, it hit his cheek, then his outstretched hand, and finally, his knee.  Each crack of the whip echoed loudly in the small, enclosed area.  Each strike landed a little harder, the third one causing his knees to buckle, and he went down, crying out at the pain.  The three men seemed amused at his humiliation and obvious agony. 
 
    “Yer gonna have to learn to obey us,” the man continued, thumb pointing at himself and his cronies. 
 
    Mel eyed them and then noticed the other two men and the boy slowly getting up, afraid not to.  Fear was a motivating factor, and she saw them watching the three men warily.  She waited to see what would happen next. 
 
    They were herded up top onto the heaving deck of the ship, falling against the walls of the stairwell, unsteady on their feet.  Jeers, catcalls, and bawdy suggestions were yelled at them, especially the boy, and he flushed as he realized what they were suggesting.  Mel could see he was afraid. 
 
    Each of them was assigned to a sailor, who would teach them what to do.  Mel could see immediately that the sailors, who had the power of life or death over them, also didn’t want to run afoul of those men who wielded the whip and gave the commands. 
 
    “Just do as yer told and you may get outta this alive,” the older sailor she was assigned to told her helpfully. 
 
    Mel nodded, trying to clear the fogginess in her mind and glad that the numbness seemed to have subsided.  She could see her companions were in varying degrees of shock over their sudden change in circumstances.  One of them tried to argue and was whipped, kicked, and punched for his impunity.  She saw the man, who had originally tried to argue, had learned his lesson as he limped painfully to do as he was told. 
 
    Many men were needed on a ship this size, and Mel looked around as she helped, using her immense strength to haul in lines the man gave her.  There was no time to talk or exchange information but that didn’t mean it was quiet as the men continually shouted out to each other.  She glanced up at the poop deck where a well-dressed man and several others stood.  She assumed they were officers of the ship.  She’d seen one of the new men rush up and try to reason with these better dressed gentlemen, only to be whipped and beaten for his temerity and then forced back to work. 
 
    “Not like that.”  The sailor teaching her showed her how to properly tie off the rope she was holding.  “You want it to hold,” he explained, sounding exasperated.  When Mel got it wrong again, not seeing the twist he added to his tie, he backhanded her to discipline her.  Mel stared at the man, making him distinctly uncomfortable as she waited silently for him to show her again.  Once he had again demonstrated it, she duplicated the wrapping of the rope, realizing she had to tie it against itself, so it wouldn’t come loose.  That accomplished, they moved on to other things. 
 
    By midday, Mel was exhausted.  The aftereffects of whatever knockout drug they had used on her had worn off.  She was horribly thirsty and was relieved when the sailor approached a bucket and using a dipper, slurped up some of the water he pulled up.  He offered it to Mel, and at first, the idea of drinking from the same vessel repulsed her, but looking about, she realized this was no time to be fastidious.  She quickly drank, relieved to have her thirst assuaged, no matter how small the amount.  They quickly went back to work.  The cook and his helpers came around handing out bread, so the sailors didn’t have to stop working.  Mel was grateful to have something, anything in her stomach, but she worried as she had to use the necessary and knew there would be no facilities.  The men peed at will, some over the sides, and some squatting over a bucket, which they then threw over the side and washed out before towing it back with a rope for the next person.  They didn’t seem to mind if others saw them.  Mel minded, especially seeing them make faces as they used the bucket.  She would have to wait.  She had no choice if she didn’t want to be discovered.  She had looked out over the water several times and saw no sign of land anywhere.  San Francisco was long gone over the horizon. 
 
    Mel was a strong woman for the times, her hands used to hard work over the months and years she had herded cows.  She used that strength to keep up with the spry, old sailor, who seemed to grunt out his satisfaction as she helped and learned the hard work.  Having seen sailors effortlessly do such work for her in the past, she appreciated its difficulty now that she had to do it for them.  She was watched all the time, from what she could tell.  The others that had been shanghaied at the same time worked just as hard and were not fairing nearly as well.  The other sailors smacked and even punched them into submission to get them to work.  She worried over the boy but hadn’t seen him since he had been assigned to one sailor, who looked innocent enough at first glance, but when she saw him up close, his eyes had radiated evil. 
 
    Mel realized this was far different from the pleasure cruises she and her father had taken between the Americas and Europe back in the day.  These men didn’t work for their passengers.  There were no passengers that she could see, and there would be no staterooms or private bunks.  These were the dregs of society, men she wouldn’t have considered associating with at any time.  They stayed out on their ships, working their lives away, then enjoying their times in port wenching, drinking, and gambling.  The officers of the ship weren’t much better, just better dressed.  A few of them even nattily dressed after having just come from port.  The shanghaied men were treated as mere slaves, along with a few others, who hadn’t dared to desert the horrible ship.  Mel kept her head down, did as she was told, and tried to learn. 
 
    Dinner was a watery fish stew with more bread.  Mel was disgusted to find weevils in the bread, but she used her nail to flick the wiggling critters out of her food, inspecting it closely each time before she took a bite, so she wouldn’t accidentally eat one of the disgusting, wriggling creatures.  She tried not to be too fastidious as it would give her away.  Her nails and hands were filthy, as were those around her also joggling for space on the table as the ship rocked and rolled over the water.  Everything that wasn’t nailed down on their table rolled around on its flat surface.  Slurping, belching, and farting their way through the meal, many just wiped their lips and moustaches on their sleeves and shirts.  Mel followed suit, knowing the more she fit in, the less they would notice her.   
 
    “Yer a strong one,” someone commented, and Mel nodded, not wishing to engage in conversation and give herself away.  She affected a lower voice, something she had used before when people assumed she was a man.  It wasn’t difficult, her naturally melodic voice lower than most women.  After finishing her meal, the sailor she had been assigned to, Humphrey Duggins, showed her where she could bunk in a hammock slung between two pillars of the ship along with forty other men.  No one was sleeping this early.  Several were playing cards, a couple were drinking, and the lights were low, so there was no worry about fire.  Others were going about the ship on their own business, some staying up top to work and watch in case they were needed, and others were just enjoying the cold night air. 
 
    Mel examined her new accommodations, worrying about her full bladder and wondering how she could get a moment alone to empty it.  Also, dinner hadn’t set well with her, and she worried that it would loosen her bowels.  She knew some of it was the trepidation she was feeling and genuine fear over this dangerous situation. 
 
    Left alone, she made her way back towards the cargo hold, making it look like she was heading up onto the deck for air.  She slipped behind some casks with a bucket she had grabbed, knowing from its smell it had already been used for the same purpose she was about to use it for.  She had a hard time seeing and hoped no one would come upon her.  She bent over, quickly pulling down her trousers and slipping aside the men’s summer underwear she had been wearing, so she could make her stream.  She slipped aside the two rolls of coins she had hidden there, awkwardly having learnt to walk despite them.  She tried not to think about them as she squatted, relieving first her bladder and then quickly, her bowels.  The odor rose in the enclosed space, and she heard others in the hold.  The rhythmic sounds told her what they were about as they used each other on this male-only ship.  She only hoped they didn’t hear the noises she made into the bucket as she quickly finished up, disgusted that she didn’t have a paper to wipe her backside.  Resigned to her situation, she quickly pulled up her trousers and took the bucket topside to throw it overboard, being careful to stay out of the wind, so it wouldn’t come back on board or splash her person.  Having just learned how to tie a proper knot that day, she was pleased with herself for tying the rope on the handle, so she could throw it overboard and wash out the bucket. 
 
    “Ya did good today,” a voice said as she finished cleaning the bucket and went to return it to the hold.  She hadn’t seen the man smoking the pipe in the dark and this disturbed her, almost as though she had been caught out. 
 
    “Thank ye,” she responded, figuring that keeping her answers short and sweet would be her best bet under the circumstances.  She continued toward the hold, going down the nearly vertical steps and making her way to her hammock after she put the bucket down by the door. 
 
    “’Bout time you got back with that,” someone groused as he loosened his trousers and squatted without any fanfare, not caring that he was exposed to everyone else in the area. 
 
    Mel hurried away from the disagreeable man, not wishing to be around him or his disgusting habits.  Still, she figured it must be the norm as no one else seemed to notice or care.  She saw one of her fellow shipmates that had been shanghaied with her, and he was sporting a black eye.  She turned away, unable to help him and hoping he would fare better tomorrow.  Climbing into her hammock took some doing, and she was alarmed when another man came over and climbed into the hammock above her.  His ass was right above her, and knowing the men’s habits already, she knew she couldn’t escape the noxious odors that would likely escape from him.  She pulled up her blanket, nearly burying her face in it and welcoming the warmth when it trapped her body heat and she began to warm.  She didn’t sleep soundly.  Too many men came and went, and she was nervous about sleeping too deeply and having anyone find her out. 
 
    She’d been told she would be roused for her shift, and after four hours she heard some of the others moving about.  She rose before they could wake her and used the bucket again.  Carrying it to her hiding place, she was quick, having waited until her body was nearly bursting.  She cleaned it out because no one else seemed to care, then replaced it and headed to breakfast with the others. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    The second day was worse than the first.  The wind blew all the time and chapped the lips of those exposed to its moisture-sucking gusts.  The sun, when it was visible, burnt any and all exposed skin.  A couple of the new sailors didn’t fare well at the change in their circumstances.  Some would sicken, and by the end of the first week, one of them would be tossed unceremoniously into the sea, his body wrapped half-heartedly in a sheet, his feet tied to a heavy stone, and his remains left to the creatures of the deep.  Their bodies ached from the unfamiliar work. 
 
    Mel kept her head down, trying to do whatever task she was assigned.  Each day, they gave her another sailor to work with.  Some of them were pleasant, but a lot of them were angry and willing to inflict subtle hurts on the newbies, enjoying the sadistic pleasure at their expense.  Mel fared better than the others, her size weighing in her favor.  When one of the sailors attacked her with a knife, she smacked it aside and smashed him in the nose, breaking it by accident.  He and his cronies were out to get her after that and made her life hell, but Mel was prepared for them, eventually acquiring a knife of her own to slash out and nearly disembowel one of them.  She was left pretty much alone after that but not completely, and she worried constantly.  Her sleep was never deep because she knew they could and would come at her in any moment of weakness.  Her biggest worry was when she was exposed by her twice daily absolutions over the bucket.  She tried to make it only once a day, but that was difficult on the long days aboard ship. 
 
    Two of the shanghaied men suffered from seasickness, much to the delight of the more experienced sailors, but their vomiting, general queasiness, and disposition didn’t prevent them from working.  That wasn’t allowed.  If they were reluctant to work, the whips, slaps, and threatened mayhem kept them motivated to work. 
 
    Mel had thought she was in pretty good shape; however, the trials and tribulations of having brought a herd of cattle across the Nevada desert to the mining camps in northern California were nothing like those she was now experiencing.  A few sailors tried to pick her out for extra abuse, and while she tolerated it, she kept herself aware, especially after the broken nose she inflicted on her one tormentor.  That awareness kept her from being filleted like a fish as she worked day to day, hoping that she would somehow find a way off this horrible ship. 
 
    The captain and his other officers seemed unaware of the slovenly conditions that the common sailors lived in.  Their quarters were better, sometimes just as cramped but at least they had bunks.  Thinking about it, Mel realized having a bed or bunk on this ship wasn’t necessarily better.  Bugs tended to thrive in the body heat they engendered, and few, if any, had sheets—clean or otherwise—over the mattresses, such as they were.  At least her hammock and blanket were aired out daily, and she could, in a good rain, wash out her blanket.  She followed others, knowing they were some of the few that had some clean habits.   
 
    Nights were the worst.  She didn’t get much sleep, and the few hours she allowed herself were light.  She spent a lot of her time thinking about things other than what she was doing.  Whether she was hauling sails, working with ropes, or trying to sleep, she focused her thoughts on other aspects of her life thus far, hoping she would find an opportunity to get off this hellhole.  
 
    Melissa Lawrence was born far from the Pacific Ocean, where she now found herself.  In fact, she was born into a very nice home on prestigious Fifth Avenue in New York City, all the way across the country from where she had been shanghaied outside of San Francisco.  Her parents, Victor and Amelia Lawrence, were very happy with this daughter born to them.  Victor went off to his offices, sharing them with fur barons, such as the Wendels and Rockefellers, learning and wheedling deals that they kept from each other to enhance their own wealth several times over.  Victor, knowing that his competitors and sometimes partners were only after the next buck or the next opportunity to out-finagle their partners in a more lucrative deal, invested wisely in multiple and far-reaching enterprises, so he didn’t have to depend on the lucrative but cutthroat fur trade.  He was right to do so as others were slowly gobbled up by these barons of industry.  He kept his wealth quiet, not even putting it in American banks where loose lips would gossip about the total of monies kept there.  Instead, he opened accounts all over the old world, England, and Europe for his enterprises. 
 
    When Amelia died of the influenza epidemic that spread through Manhattan one winter, Victor began taking his young daughter with him as he traveled for business, teaching her to survive in the world with him.  He took great pride in her, introducing her to influential people in both the Americas and eventually, Europe as she grew up beside him.  He kept her nursemaid well beyond the first critical childhood years and eventually replaced her with tutors, who could teach the young woman about history, mathematics, and science.  Those who questioned teaching a female were replaced.  “A woman can know as much as a man, more even, but she must learn to keep her knowledge to herself,” he told his young and impressionable daughter, a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    Convinced that she needed stability, he settled back in New York and sent her to an esteemed private school for young women, so she could learn the womanly arts.  More knowledgeable than her classmates on subjects most girls had no interest in, she grew bored learning to needlepoint, sew, knit, manage a household, and subject herself to a husband.  Still, not wishing to disappoint her beloved father, Melissa learned as quickly as they permitted her, so she could return to him at every holiday. 
 
    Seeing him with other women, she tried not to show her hurt over what she felt was a betrayal of her mother’s memory, however faint that memory was.  Later, she would learn men had needs.  Much later, she would learn women had needs too.  Still, he showed no signs of remarrying, and this somewhat relieved her concern that she would have to compete with a stepmother, stepsiblings, or even half-siblings.  Her father was special in her life, and she was special to him. 
 
    He took her with him when he traveled to the frontier, going to places in Virginia, Tennessee, and Ohio to look at land.  He taught her to handle a gun, to load it, and to respect it. 
 
    “Victor, girls shouldn’t have this knowledge,” he was chided but couldn’t see the sense in that.  One never knew what life would throw at them, and everyone should have this knowledge, even a girl…especially a girl of his.  His point was proven when he was out for an evening and someone tried to break into the young girl’s hotel room.  She shot through the door, wounding the man and sending him away before she could adequately reload.  After that, Victor made sure she had at least two pistols available to her when he wasn’t about.  He agreed she shouldn’t have had to wait to reload the pistol in order to shoot her assailant a second time. 
 
    “Melissa Lawrence looks like a boy,” the girls tittered behind their hands as they all learned to dance, to cater to their future husbands, and to become proper young women in their society.  Mel heard them and learned to keep her head up, ignoring their nasty words and pretending they didn’t hurt.  They did hurt, but she couldn’t show it, or they would make things worse for her. 
 
    Aunt Edith was a spinster of an eminent New York family that her father hired, or rather kept, and she helped to model the young woman coming into that fragile time—the teenage years, where young women of Melissa’s station began to form into the eligible women that would shortly marry into families of renown.  Melissa learned to have a discerning eye for fashion under Edith’s tutelage.  It was a sad thing that no matter how beautiful the dress or how expensive the fabric and the cut, Melissa still looked like it fit her uneasily.  Her father couldn’t see that in his beautiful daughter, but Edith could, and Melissa could.  Melissa’s contemporaries also could and frequently commented on it.   
 
    Eager to weed out the competition on the soon-to-come marriage mart, her contemporaries didn’t consider Melissa competition in the looks department, but her money would buy her the right man, and this concerned many.  Some eminently suitable young man, who could be bought with Victor Lawrence’s wealth, might be snatched from under their very noses, and this couldn’t be allowed.  Melissa began to be excluded from many of the more fashionable gatherings of girls her age, but she couldn’t be completely shunned.  Oh, no.  Victor Lawrence was too powerful, and his associates went out of their way to include Victor’s unattractive daughter in their own daughters’ gatherings.  Their wives were forced to issue invitations through their reluctant daughters.  Seeing the plain-faced young girl growing into a large and stocky woman, they discussed it among themselves within full hearing of their impressionable daughters.  With all of Victor’s money, there was nothing that could change this fact. 
 
    Melissa tried to show it didn’t bother her, leaning on Edith, who couldn’t understand how a child of two such attractive parents could turn out to be such a drudge.  She tried to instill in Melissa a strength of character that would hold her through the times and people, who would judge her on her looks alone.  Included in their travels, Edith made some of it fun, making jokes behind her own hand at what some of the women wore.  Having the means to dress in the height of fashion, which only enhanced her bulk, Melissa had to learn to take the knocks that were hurled at her by girls whose parents couldn’t afford the same.  She learned that just because a woman had a pretty face didn’t mean she had a good heart.  Even the mothers of some of these girls, forced to extend an invitation to the Lawrence girl, weren’t as kind as they could have been.  Still, Victor Lawrence’s business acumen was sought after, so they must make his daughter feel welcome.   
 
    Melissa was smarter than they gave her credit for.  Not only was she educated well beyond her contemporaries, but Edith had shown her how to hide such intellectual pursuits, not revealing what she knew to men or women.  As a result, she was quiet-spoken, thoughtful, and listened well.  When others were gossiping and chattering around the men, she was sitting there, politely listening.  Many men enjoyed talking to her when she opened up, surprised that she understood things that weren’t normally within a woman’s domain.  Eyeing her as a potential mate, after all she was Victor Lawrence’s daughter, they were always surprised by her.   
 
    As Melissa approached her sixteenth birthday, she began to realize that she wasn’t talking to men because she was interested in them as a potential mate.  Instead, she was more interested in emulating them, learning from them, and secretly challenging them.  When the other girls her age began to titter on about who they might marry, sixteen being a prime age for marriage, Melissa was more interested in the young men’s potential future, their investments, and what they might do with their lives.  Her father’s investments and travels were far more interesting than these young men, who hadn’t yet made a name for themselves.  Even their fathers, her own father’s competition or contemporaries, were much more interesting to listen to and occasionally engage in conversation.  Flattered by her interest, many of them spoke much more than they should have to the young woman, and as a result, Melissa was well-informed and even shared some of that information with her father from time to time. 
 
    Victor was so proud that Melissa could outshoot many of his friends, and he finally realized there was no man in New York good enough for his unique daughter.  Totally oblivious of her plain looks, which to him were familiar and like his own plain mother, he decided to travel more, taking his daughter with him.  He hoped they would meet a suitable man, perhaps an older and more mature man, who would appreciate her exceptional mind, which was so unlike the young women of their day. 
 
    Europe was always exciting, and when he conducted business there, he used Melissa as a sounding board instead of the many hangers-on that would have financially benefitted from his business acumen.  When they returned to the states and New Orleans, Melissa lost her virginity at eighteen to a woman, who recognized the unique qualities in the young woman.  Surprised at the seduction but feeling sexual for the first time in her young life, Melissa realized she wasn’t attracted to men, which explained a lot more than she thought.  The woman, another socialite, took Melissa with her to a special party held at the home of one of New Orleans’ famous madams.  Ducking into a room to hide from her father, who also frequented this bordello, she learned there was a whole lot more going on below the surface appearances in these places. 
 
    Under these women’s tutelage, Melissa became Mel and learned to enjoy a woman’s body and get her own pleasure.  She impulsively tried new things and eventually, became the teacher, causing some of these women to seek her out as a partner.  While in New Orleans, she learned to gamble, smoke an occasional cigar or pipe, and become the “man” in a relationship when it was required.  She wasn’t willing for her father to learn what she was becoming; he was still oblivious to the fact that his daughter was too masculine to fit the mold that society drew for a woman of her means. 
 
    There would always be men who would overlook the fact that she was bigger, stronger, taller, or more masculine than they.  There were also some men who liked the idea of conquering this type of woman, some who were attracted to men but settled on a woman such as this, and some that felt she would be a good companion for her brain alone.  To Mel, it always came back to her father’s money.  At twenty-one, when her father took her back to London with him and headed north for business dealings, she fell in love for the first time in her life.  Unfortunately, it was to an impoverished earl’s daughter.  Lady Abigail Baxter was charming, vivacious, and pleased to make the American woman’s acquaintance. 
 
    “Oh, that outfit is divine.  Did you have it made in London?” she asked by way of introduction as they all stood about in the rain waiting for the race to begin. 
 
    Melissa, dressed in a riding habit that she had had made in New York, looked down at the petite, blonde woman, who looked up at her so ingenuously.  She was struck by the fact that her eyes weren’t blue but an odd shade of purple!  Smiling at her, Melissa shook her head.  “No, I had it made in New York City.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re from the colonies,” she said, clapping her hands together in delight at having discovered this, Mel’s accent giving her away. 
 
    Mel smiled at the reference.  America hadn’t been a colony in quite some time.  “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Do you ride there?” 
 
    “I do try.  I enjoy a nice horse.” 
 
    “Do you ride astride,” she lowered her voice at that word, “or sidesaddle?” 
 
    “I’ve ridden both,” she admitted, wondering at this woman, who was so full of questions.  She was a pretty little thing, her eyes shining in her delight. 
 
    “Isn’t it decadent to ride astride?” she asked, keeping her voice lowered as she glanced about, hoping no one would hear the indelicate conversation. 
 
    “It’s more comfortable,” Mel admitted.  She looked up in time to see her father coming over. 
 
    “Melissa, I’ve managed to commit myself to the race for Sir McKenzie,” he told her, rolling his eyes but grinning delightedly. 
 
    “Father don’t tell me you didn’t finagle that invitation,” she admonished him, shaking a finger at him in mock outrage. 
 
    “Well, I did imply that I wanted to see how good his offspring were,” he said as he patted the horse he was leading. 
 
    “That is Grover.  He is a bit of a dud,” the blonde next to Mel told him knowledgeably. 
 
    “And you are?” he asked, surprised at the young woman and her opinion. 
 
    “I am sorry.  We haven’t been properly introduced,” the woman said, holding her hand up to her mouth in shock at her manners as she glanced at Mel. 
 
    “I am Melissa Lawrence, and this is my father,” Mel quickly amended.  “Since no one else is about to introduce us, this will have to do.” 
 
    The woman nodded before curtsying prettily to Mr. Lawrence.  “Mr. Lawrence, Miss Lawrence, I am Abigail Baxter.” 
 
    “Miss Baxter.”  Victor Lawrence doffed his hat to the young girl, wondering how his daughter had met this pretty little piece of baggage. 
 
    “Lady Baxter,” she corrected almost automatically, and her hand went to her mouth again in surprise at her audacity. 
 
    “Lady Baxter,” he repeated dutifully, never fully understanding the complexities of the European aristocracy.  Not too many of them were in business, finding it beneath them and instead, depending on rents and inherited wealth to sustain their lifestyles.  Few understood that eventually that would all change, and to sustain their livelihoods they would have to diversify into such common pursuits as business.  “And how do you know of this horse?”  He indicated the horse he was leading. 
 
    “Sir McKenzie bred his mare to a truly bad stallion,” she said, lowering her voice again as she shared the information.  “Ask him to let you ride Roy-Boy.  Now, there is a ride I’m certain you will enjoy.” 
 
    Victor Lawrence studied the girl, wondering how she knew horses so well, but smiling, he thought perhaps she was as astute as his own daughter, and with a nod, he led the horse away to seek Sir McKenzie.  He knew it wouldn’t be beyond the odd English sense of humor to put him on a dud.  He would ask for Roy-Boy, the horse the girl had recommended. 
 
    “Are you really a lady?” Mel asked with an impish grin. 
 
    The girl nodded.  She couldn’t have been much more than sixteen, maybe seventeen.  “Are you really an American?” she teased in return.  It was the first time in a long time that Mel had seen the tentative beginnings of a friendship, and she was delighted it was with so pretty a gal.  She returned the young woman’s grin. 
 
    At night as she lay in her hammock aboard that miserable ship, Mel thought of Lady Abigail Baxter, pangs of sadness and longing assailing her.  It made it difficult to sleep when her body responded to thoughts of her first love, and frequently, she’d find the results of that response when she tried to clean herself in the morning while hiding to make her absolutions.  The odor was rather distinctive.  She wished she could bathe but knew that no one else on the ship did.  She also knew it would be considered a waste of the precious fresh water they needed for drinking.  Perhaps, the captain and his men indulged, but probably not often.  The smells of body odor were strong in the enclosed confines of the ship. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Mel learned that they were heading for the Sandwich Islands and then on to Asia.  In the weeks it took their ship to sail between San Francisco and these far-off islands, she learned as quickly as she could, trying to become proficient in all jobs they deemed to teach her.  She saw the results of any who balked at working.  One of the men from San Francisco was laid up for two days as the whip marks on his back and legs healed, and even before he was ready, he was put back to work.  He was sullen but worked despite the pain throughout his body; fear, pain, and ultimately, being thrown overboard if he didn’t work were good motivators. 
 
    His whipping had been public and brutal and was a respectable lesson to those who would have balked at the work heaped on them, especially those unfamiliar with it, like Mel.  She tried to keep herself away from the others, which was nearly impossible in the close confines of the ship.  There was very little privacy, and she barely got away with trying to use the bucket.  It was worse when her period was upon her and she had to find a way to hide the rags, so the blood wouldn’t leak onto her pants and expose her.  With the damage to the other man’s back, she volunteered to help him.  He was unable to lie in his hammock, instead using a straw-packed pad in a corner, which rustled with things that lived in the straw.  There were also unpleasant things that could be found on the floor and absorbed by the material of the pad.  Still, Mel tried to keep his back clean, and the water helped to soothe the inevitable heat from the fever of some of the infections he eventually incurred.  The doctor on board prescribed horrific things that Mel ignored as she sponged his back, putting her own bloody rags in with his as she washed them all out. 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” he rasped out as she pulled his shirt away from his bloody back, the pus disgusting as it held the material against him, and she was forced to rip open some of the sores. 
 
    “Someone’s got to do it,” she told him, deliberately lowering her voice to sound like a man.  She already had another bucket holding her own rags, signs of her menses in there as she put his rags on top of it. 
 
    He appreciated her kindness, but he still watched her warily.  There were friendships on the ship, some longtime friendships grown from familiarity, and some were even romantic, but he wanted none of those.  The boy with them had already been claimed by a couple of the men and taught how to service them.  He had not returned to the communal living quarters, instead sharing space with the two men as they used him shamelessly.  Mel wasn’t certain the boy realized how precarious his position was as he preened over the status they afforded him by giving him special privileges, treats, and elevating him above his peers.  The captain and his men didn’t care, so long as the men were happy and did their work.  For now, the boy had his usefulness. 
 
    Mel offered guarded friendship to those who would teach her.  It hadn’t gone unnoticed that she was a hard worker, who was willing to learn and used her tremendous strength to their benefit.  She minded her business and dealt with those who would do her harm in a fashion they could admire.  It was a hard life at sea, and this wasn’t the best ship.  A couple had noted that she took the slop pail often and cleaned it.  Few men willingly did this, but they just shrugged it off, assuming she must have been some type of gent back in the states.  It didn’t matter.  She was here now and no better than they as they all worked to keep the ship going. 
 
    Mel was swabbing the deck midships one day, having a hard time of it as the ship was in particularly rough waters that day, when one of the troublemakers deliberately walked through her clean area.  Without another thought, she put her mop between his legs, tripping him up, then once he was down, she dragged him by his matted head of hair across to her bucket and put his head in the soapy and disgustingly filthy water.  He fought her, but she was stronger than he had anticipated, and she nearly drowned him before she realized that several of the officers were watching, and she was forced to let him up.  “You come near me again, and I’ll kill you,” she hissed her threat in an undertone that left no doubt in the man’s mind that she meant it.  Word of the incident spread as she calmly went back to work without another word, cleaning the area around the bucket and where he had walked.  The officers watched her, but her hard work soon won out over any recriminations for having had an altercation with another of the crew. 
 
    Mel and several others wondered if they would get leave on the islands they were heading for after many weeks at sea.  They were doomed to be disappointed as those last on board, the latest shanghai victims, were locked up in the brig well before they anchored off the tempting coast.  It created more work for the others, who would have a roaring good time ashore after their own work was done.  The captain had many hands offloading goods to be traded with the natives.  They took on fresh fruit and vegetables, water, and other goods to trade elsewhere.  Many of the men went ashore to avail themselves of the native women, who welcomed them.  They spread their diseases to these women, who in turn passed them on to any sailor who didn’t already have one.  Some of the women lay with sailors from all over the world, who stopped in these islands and availed themselves of the beautiful women.  Mel listened to the gossip as the men scratched and grumbled in the weeks after they had lain with these easy women.  She realized what had happened and was repulsed by it.  She felt sorry for those simple island women, who didn’t know any better and would probably die of the diseases men like these brought to them and their people.  She also heard the grumbles from some of the men because not all the women were like this.  Some women had been kept away from the sailors, and they wished they could have lain with them.  Still, the men guarding such women were formidable with their spears, their size, and their countenance. 
 
    Mel didn’t care to go ashore to lay with a woman.  She had her dreams and thoughts, and frequently found herself thinking back to Abigail and the time she had spent in England with her.  She also thought about escape constantly, wondering if or when these men would ever trust her enough that she could slip off this cursed ship.  She heard her companions sharing thoughts of such dreams as they talked, but she kept herself quiet.  She wasn’t about to confide anything with anyone, and even the few overtures of friendship or camaraderie that had been accepted weren’t enough to make her share her thoughts.  She told nothing about herself, although she knew many thought her a cowboy from the clothing she had been found in.  They hadn’t been far wrong, but she was so much more than that.  Mel saw one of the men with the boots she had been wearing, his nearly toothless smile smug on his face when he saw her glance at him as they sat next to his hammock.  How he had acquired them she didn’t know; he didn’t have much else.  Her hat had gone to another man, who wore it despite the incongruity of wearing it aboard a ship, and another man had somehow gained her leather vest.  She missed that vest as it had helped to hide her breasts.  She had to be so careful to hide them here on the ship too, the bindings she used wearing and chafing where they wrapped around her upper body. 
 
    It rained as the ship lay at anchor.  It had rained during the long weeks of travel from San Francisco, but at those times, she had been forbidden to be on the deck because of her being so new to the ship.  They didn’t want her or the other new sailors being swept overboard.  The crew gathered in the sails, working on slippery ropes and decks in the wind and rain and lightning.  Some gathered water into barrels, so they would have fresh water to drink, adding it to their limited supply.  Others stood by, ready to act on a moment’s notice as the ship rocked through the storms it encountered.  It was dangerous to be out there.  Even more experienced sailors could easily be swept overboard by the waves that came over the decks of the ship as they fought through the storm.  They lost one man, the boom whipping about and catching the man unawares as the ship was thrown about like a toy on the sea.  He was hit broadside and flung off the ship.  They agreed they couldn’t have saved him and abandoned him to his fate as they sailed on through the storm.  Turning back to look for him was not an option, apparently.  Some lay in their hammocks to wait, cursing having nothing to do, and some slept.  Mel was left with her memories and plans, none concrete yet.  She just knew that given the chance, she’d escape this place and time, if she could. 
 
    Laying there, sometimes for hours, Mel cursed the downtime, preferring to be kept busy and away from her thoughts from long ago.  In her head, she went over every moment she had been with Abigail, something she had done many times before.  The memories and the hurt were fading, but still tormented her.  They had tormented her on the many trails she had ridden since then, the years fading only a bit of the memory and hurt.  Now, on this ship, they came back to her fresh.  She had enough downtime to lay in her hammock when she wasn’t exhausted and trying to sleep or feigning sleep as others around her inconsiderately stayed up to play cards, dice, checkers, or occasionally drink, if the captain allowed them to have rum. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Abigail was a delight, and Melissa found herself enchanted by the young woman.  Part of the Earl of Pembleton’s extended family, she knew privilege and rightfully took her place in le bon ton, often referred to simply as the ton.  Her father was an enormously fat man and not especially well-educated, despite having attended some of England’s best schools, but he enjoyed the horses.  While Abigail learned the details of the beautiful thoroughbreds in England, he gambled on them, earning and losing vast sums of money. 
 
    “Daddy lost again,” she confided, worried as she watched her father drink away his bitterness. 
 
    Mel wasn’t sure what to say to her new friend, afraid it would come out wrong.  Her own father was investing in a thoroughbred farm that bred the champions, which could be traced back to the three foundation sires imported to England in the early eighteenth century. 
 
    “James Weatherby recorded the details of every horse in the breed,” Abigail had advised him, and it was with this young girl’s knowledge, which continually surprised the man, that he considered with his purchases. 
 
    “What will you do?” Mel finally ventured to ask, feeling odd that they were discussing her friend’s family finances. 
 
    “Oh, he’ll win it back,” she said airily, her hand dismissing the money as though it meant nothing. 
 
    Mel wasn’t so sure of that.  She had bet from time to time, more as a diversion, but knowing if she lost the money it was for amusement only, not for the purpose of getting ahead with the funds she was certain she would win.  She had met Sir Baxter, a man she was certain shouldn’t drink or gamble, but who couldn’t seem to help himself.  She also met Lady Baxter, a petite woman, who was pleased with her daughter’s American friend.  Abigail’s brothers were tolerant of the older woman who had befriended their little sister, and Abigail’s younger sister didn’t seem to notice anything but the puppies in the stable.  Mel was fascinated by this big family.  She knew her own mother and father had intended to have more children, and she often wished she had siblings, but remembering some of the women her father had considered as possible mates, perhaps not. 
 
    Mel had been surprised when Abigail’s second-born brother, Anthony, had taken an interest in her.  Suspicious that it was her father’s money and not herself that appealed to him, she kept him on a friendship level.  Not used to having women who only wanted to be friends with him, he was confused. 
 
    “Tony wants to be your beau,” Abigail teased. 
 
    “I’m not interested,” Mel admitted sincerely.  She knew she wasn’t attractive to men in general, and those few who had showed a genuine interest were too late, in her opinion.  She now knew where her inclinations lay.  She looked at Abigail, wondering, not for the first time, if she could ever confide in her friend.  She would probably shock the seventeen-year-old girl.  She looked at the other friends she had made, none of them as close as Abigail Baxter, and knew she could never confide in them either.  They wouldn’t understand.   
 
    “Why not?  He won’t be the earl like Robert, but he is still related to earls and will have the second son’s portion.”  Abigail sounded genuinely curious. 
 
    “Don’t you want to love your partner?” 
 
    “My partner?” she asked, surprised by the word the American used. 
 
    “Your husband?” she amended, realizing she had to be careful.  The young woman wasn’t as worldly as Mel felt she was. 
 
    “Well, that’s not always possible in our world,” she said practically, and Mel was shocked.  She knew that they married for status, but she hadn’t thought they would completely dismiss all thoughts of love. 
 
    “Everyone deserves love,” Mel answered, sounding almost sad as she wondered if she would ever have it.  She knew her father loved her, even Edith loved her when they were in New York, but she wasn’t sure she would ever experience the love between two spouses. 
 
    “Of course, they do, silly.  My children will know I love them.  There are those,” she lowered her voice, so they wouldn’t be overheard as she explained, “who take a lover after they have given their husband heirs.”  She sounded intrigued. 
 
    “That’s frowned upon,” Mel pointed out, trying not to laugh at the young woman’s romantic notions of what love could be.  Apparently, it wasn’t associated with a husband that was chosen more for his status and situation than for anything romantic. 
 
    “Of course, it’s the forbidden that is the most appealing!” 
 
    Mel enjoyed the spark she saw in her friend’s young eyes.  They ran into each other time and time again as her father negotiated for his investments in the thoroughbreds and arranged for someone to manage them for him since he wouldn’t be directly overseeing the farms or the horses.  His money would be put up, and someone else would get the acclaim, but ultimately, the profits, if any, would be his. 
 
    “What do you see in that American?  She’s so…so provincial,” Abigail’s other friends asked her. 
 
    “She’s a delight!  She’s like a breath of fresh air, and I don’t find her provincial in the least,” she faithfully defended her newest friend, sure her friends were just jealous. 
 
    “Look, there is the Earl of Worthington,” Abigail pointed out one day as they all met at a race.  She saw that Mel was dressed tastefully in a gown that didn’t really flatter her dark good looks but at least was stylish.  Her friends had noted, cattily she thought, that Mel wasn’t competition for any of their beaus.  No one with a title would marry an American.  They were wrong but young enough to think they knew it all. 
 
    “And who is he?” Mel asked, unable to keep up with the many earls, lords, ladies, and even a duke, which she understood was another name for a prince, that she had met in her father’s travels.  She relied on this friend of hers to help her keep them straight. 
 
    “He’s an enormously successful breeder of Thoroughbreds.  He is the Earl of Worthington,” she finished, as though that should mean something to Mel.  At her puzzled and uncomprehending look, Abigail went on to explain that he was very wealthy, had never married, and at the age of fifty-four, many wondered if he intended to let his line die out along with his noble title.  “I’ve heard he prefers young men,” she confided in a whisper, much to Mel’s shock.  Mel was surprised she would know such a thing and wondered if the naive blonde understood what that meant.  “He owns mills and other manufactories.” 
 
    “I’m sure my father would wish to make his acquaint–” Mel had started to say when Abigail put her hand on her friend’s arm to stop her.  She nodded towards the two men, who were animatedly speaking, having obviously made each other’s acquaintance already. 
 
    “Did you wish to go with me to Belgium?” her father asked Mel one day as they dined in their hotel.  It was difficult to find a hotel.  Most who traveled stayed in the homes of those they were traveling to see.  In business, Victor was frequently invited to stay with his associates, depending on the level of business they were doing.  Melissa was frequently included, although the women tended to look on her as an object of curiosity.  
 
    “Oh, I thought I was already coming with you?” she asked, surprised that he was giving her a choice. 
 
    “I can arrange for you to stay in England, if you wish.  The boat should only take two days to take me from England to Belgium.  I’m looking at farms over there, with an eye towards importing their stock to breed with those I’ve already purchased.  I know you are enjoying the horses and people we have met here.  I believe you are friends with young Lady Baxter?  Her father could be persuaded to invite you to their home, if you like?  How does that sound, spending time with young people nearer to your age?”  He desperately hoped something would come of young Anthony Baxter’s interest in his independent daughter.  She was already taking on the vestiges of spinsterhood, and he really hoped to see her settled with a grandchild or two to dangle from his knee before he died.  He even had a stipulation in his will for her children to inherit, if they were male children.  Melissa would receive the majority of his many investments and monies, but she would need trustworthy men to oversee things like the stud farms he was investing in; he must be realistic.  Melissa showed no real interest in the young man, who was two years her junior.  He knew only a real man could handle a woman like Melissa; her intelligence alone was intimidating. 
 
    “Oh, I should like that,” she answered, “but I would also like to see the horses in Belgium.  Maybe we could offer to take Abigail Baxter with us?  She has an eye for the horses,” she pointed out.   
 
    Victor Lawrence was at first, surprised, but thinking over what his daughter suggested, he had to agree.  It had been young Abigail’s advice that had led to his purchase of the horse farm.  She did know things about the breed as well as those in the industry he was investing so heavily in.  “I’ll speak with her father.” 
 
    Lord and Lady Baxter agreed to allow Abigail to accompany her American friend and her father but only if he further agreed to a chaperone for the young girl.  Melissa was far too young to chaperone their precious older daughter, and if they were to allow her to go, someone must be found.  Upon hearing her parents’ requirement for a chaperone, Abigail put forth the name of her old nanny.  Mrs. Jessup, who always enjoyed traveling, agreed to chaperone the impressionable young women on their trip to Belgium with the American’s father. 
 
    “This is going to be so much fun,” Abigail said delightedly, squeezing Melissa’s arm in excitement as they sailed across the English Channel to Belgium.   
 
    Mel’s father had made all the arrangements, pleased to give the girls such a treat.  Mrs. Jessup was a delightful old bird, who was frequently found dozing in a chair as she oversaw the young lady.  They had some of the finest accommodations.  No expense had been spared as Victor brought his letters of credit to the banks and introduced himself to the principles.  He asked for recommendations on places to stay near the farms he intended to visit and further inquired about the people he had been advised to purchase horses from. 
 
    “That man is well known for putting nettles in feed for horses,” Abigail whispered a few days later to Mel as they looked at the many horses presented to Victor at one of the farms they were visiting for viewing potential purchases. 
 
    Startled, Mel looked down at the petite girl, and she nodded sagely. 
 
    “He isn’t to be trusted.” 
 
    Mel, unable to tell her father while he conducted business, watched the groom, who held the lead ropes on several horses.  He appeared innocent.  You would never have suspected him of such behavior, but she believed her friend implicitly.  Later, Abigail would confide that the man simply moved on when he had been found to be behaving improperly back in England.  No one knew where he had gone.  “Do you think he recognized you?” Mel worried as they ate dinner in their hotel room while waiting for her father to return.  Mrs. Jessup was already dozing on the settee, her own ample dinner finished. 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t.  I was too young, but as you know, children have big ears.”  She grinned, the dimples in her cheeks framing a well-formed and aristocratic face.   
 
    Mel couldn’t help but return the impish smile.  “Yes, I overheard many things I shouldn’t have over the years.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she agreed, nearly spilling her soup from her spoon as she used it to gesture. 
 
    “Careful there.” 
 
    “I’m being so unladylike,” Abigail admitted, quickly bringing the spoon to her mouth, so she wouldn’t spill it on the tablecloth. 
 
    “No, being unladylike would be riding astride,” Mel teased her, knowing no one in the ton would be so bold as to ride like that, at least, not publicly.  It annoyed her since she had to follow this edict, and she’d nearly been unseated when she went riding in London.  Men patronizingly suggested that she ride a less spirited horse, if she couldn’t handle it.  It had angered her as she was an accomplished rider and certainly could handle the horse.  It was just the damned sidesaddle riding that made her appear inept. 
 
    “Oh, wouldn’t it though,” she agreed, delighting in her friend.  She was so refreshing, not at all like her old fuddy-duddy friends, who must be proper at all times.  Several of them had stopped riding since they felt it was unladylike.  One had confided that she heard riding was bad for the woman’s body, if she intended to have children.  Abigail put that down as an old wives’ tale and hoped it wasn’t true since she adored her twice-daily rides. 
 
    Mel waited up for her father after her friend and her friend’s chaperone had retired, wanting to tell him what Abigail had confided.  He nodded thoughtfully, sure he had sensed something too.  The man had been recommended to him as a groom for the stable, mostly because he was English, but now, he wouldn’t be offering the man a position.  In fact, he had been about to offer the man the opportunity to escort the purchased horses to England for him, but he would find someone more trustworthy. 
 
    The next day, Abigail once again proved useful, pointing out how one of the stallions Victor was so keen on would occasionally hold his leg oddly.  That had been overlooked, and when he inspected the hoof to see if there was gravel in it, the horse had shied away, nearly kicking the American due to the pain in its hoof.  The large sum of money Victor had offered for the stud was rescinded. 
 
    Victor arranged invitations for the young women to attend a local party, insisting they both have new gowns for the occasion. 
 
    “Oh, how fun!” Abigail exclaimed, thrilled for the opportunity. 
 
    “You don’t go to many parties back in England?” her friend asked as the seamstress came to measure them.  Mel watched the woman knowingly as the hand that measured her hips, waist, and then bodice touched her more often than was necessary.  Surprised, Mel was also pleased to see an answering look in the modiste’s eye.  She nodded imperceptibly and turned back to the younger girl being measured by the woman’s assistants. 
 
    “Of course, but so far, I’ve had to wear Mama’s hand-me-downs as Father won’t expend unnecessary monies for fripperies.” 
 
    Mel was annoyed on her friend’s behalf.  After all, the man spent hundreds of pounds on the horses and had been quite successful in his bets from what she could see.  Their estate was well taken care of and prospering, but his gambling could easily turn on him.  He apparently didn’t lose very often from what she had seen. 
 
    “A whole new dress though,” she clapped her hands together joyfully. 
 
    “There you are, Miss,” the Belgium seamstress said in French, as she finished measuring Mel, her hand lingering for only a second longer than necessary on her bosom as they shared a look.  “This will look trés magnifique when I finish it for you.” 
 
    “I will not wear a corset, and you must make it so I can remove it myself.  I do not travel with a maid,” she told the woman meaningfully as they exchanged looks. 
 
    Mel stepped down from the stool she had stood on for her measurements. She felt it was quite unnecessary with her height, but the woman had insisted.  Now, she realized it was so the modiste could touch and measure.  “We will want to see your selection of fabrics.  Do you have samples or bolts with you?” she asked the woman. 
 
    “Oh, no, Miss.  You will have to choose at my shop.  I’m sorry, but I didn’t bring any with me,” she answered, sounding sincere. 
 
    Mel knew she lied.  The assistants exchanged startled looks, and she herself had seen them from the window carrying in some bolts of fabric as they entered the hotel.  Still, she knew the game afoot and would accommodate the woman.  She nodded once and said, “I’ll be by on the morrow then.”  Her own French the product of one of her tutors and the time she had spent in New Orleans. 
 
    “We could ride,” Abigail stated, showing she understood a little of the quick French they had been speaking as the assistant hurried to finish her measurements. 
 
    “Oh, you need not come.  I am certain Miss Lawrence can choose for both of you?” the seamstress tried to sound offhand, as though she was doing Abigail a favor. 
 
    “I would love to see what fabrics you have,” Abigail responded, sounding enthused at the idea and not willing to miss out on the opportunity for her new dress, something she hadn’t had back home too often. 
 
    That was how they found themselves riding some borrowed horses when Mrs. Jessup would have much preferred a nice carriage.  The groom accompanying them had a hard time keeping the older woman on her sidesaddle.  Both younger women laughed boisterously at the dilemma, keeping far enough ahead that she couldn’t admonish them for their behavior but well in sight, so she could honestly say she was chaperoning the women.  Arriving at the modiste’s establishment, they waited for the groom to help them down from the large horses, sliding into his arms as he caught them, steadied them, and immediately released them. 
 
    “In the future, we will rent a carriage,” Mrs. Jessup harrumphed indignantly, straightening her clothing. 
 
    “We thought you would enjoy the outing,” Abigail said innocently, her eyes sparkling mischievously up at Mel, who grinned in return.  Mel wasn’t answerable to the woman but understand how trying it must be to keep up with this little vixen.   
 
    “Perhaps it isn’t as easy when you are older–” began Mel and realized her mistake instantly.  Mrs. Jessup was not pleased to be referred to as older.  She had agreed to chaperone Abigail as a favor to the earl and his lady.  She was being paid well for her services, but she didn’t need insults.  “Yes, perhaps a carriage would have been a better idea,” Mel amended, going into the establishment before the unhappy atmosphere around the older woman could escalate.  Abigail followed her eagerly. 
 
    The fabrics on display were quite lovely, and the assistants brought out several more.  Mel was able to choose instantly but hesitated, and the modiste insisted she come in the back while her assistants showed Abigail and her chaperone the fabrics and allowed them to make their choices.   
 
    Instantly, the woman pulled Mel into an embrace, and Mel responded immediately.  She explored the older woman’s lips, feeling her lithe body against her own riding clothes and enjoying the feel.  She was young and healthy, and it had been months since she had made love to a woman, so of course, she responded.  The modiste loved the feel of this sturdy young woman against her and wrapped herself around the taller woman.  Neither of them spotted Abigail, who had innocently followed Mel. 
 
    Abigail, initially shocked to see the two women kissing, quickly backed away from the scene.  Only when she was certain they couldn’t see or hear her; did she turn around and return to where Mrs. Jessup was enviously feeling the more expensive fabrics.  Abigail, her cheeks aflame at what she had witnessed, was now feeling an emotion she had never expected to feel…jealousy.  She had other friends but had never made a friend like the American.  Was the jealousy over friendship?  It was then she realized that no, it wasn’t.  She may be young and innocent, but she knew it was because she wished she could be in Melissa’s arms like that.  She hadn’t ever thought of it before, but suddenly having it in a tableau before her, she instantly realized what she felt for Melissa went beyond friendship.  Her hands went to her burning cheeks as she gazed out the shop windows.  What in the world was the matter with her?  This wasn’t natural.  She should be looking for a beau, one that could better her situation and perhaps help her family.  She knew her duty.  Her friends and her family would be shocked if they learned her thoughts. 
 
    “I’m quite warm.  I’m going to stand outside and wait,” she announced to a startled Mrs. Jessup, who immediately went with her. 
 
    “Are you ailing?” she inquired solicitously, suddenly worried that her charge was coming down with something.  Sir Baxter would never forgive her if something happened to his daughter. 
 
    “Weren’t you warm in there?” she asked as she closed the shop door behind her firmly, wondering at what she had seen.  Had Melissa known the woman before, or was this how someone who was that way behaved?  She had been envious of the arms around the seamstress.  What did that make her?  She wanted to be with Melissa and kiss her like that.  She had a lot to think about, and her cheeks continued to flush as her thoughts raced.  She waved the air around her face, hoping to cool it. 
 
    “Maybe we should head back to the hotel?” Mrs. Jessup fretted.  She glanced at the groom still holding their horses and ready to assist them.  She looked back as the door opened behind them and Melissa joined them. 
 
    “Ready to go?  Have you chosen your fabrics?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  Her selection was quite wonderful,” Mrs. Jessup answered cheerfully.  “I think we should be getting back?” she hinted broadly. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Mel said, obviously in a good mood and not seeing Abigail’s flushed cheeks as she went to spring up into her saddle, annoyed there was no pommel as the groom quickly kneeled, so she had a step.  She reached down to hold the reins of the other horses, so he could assist Abigail and then Mrs. Jessup into their saddles.  It took much longer to get the older woman settled in her sidesaddle. 
 
    Abigail didn’t participate in the conversation as they rode their horses back to the hotel, listening as Mrs. Jessup and Mel discussed the various colors and fabrics available to them and how the dresses would look.  “She promised they would have a fitting in a few days, and the dresses would be ready a day or so after that, in time for the party,” Mel told them.  Abigail watched her friend to see if there was anything different about her.  Other than what she perceived as slightly swollen lips, there was nothing about the woman to indicate she had been passionately kissing the seamstress.  She wanted to ask her questions and yet…didn’t want to know. 
 
    That night at dinner, Victor discussed his day and the horses he had seen.  Mel participated, not realizing how quiet Abigail was.  Mrs. Jessup, certain that her charge was ill since she picked at her dinner, insisted the young girl go to bed early.  Tired, both Abigail and her chaperone left the table early as the father and daughter continued their conversation. 
 
    Listening to Mrs. Jessup soundly asleep on the trundle bed in their suite, Abigail got up to use the water closet in their luxurious rooms and was alarmed to see Melissa sneaking the seamstress into her room.  Startled, she could only stare from her place in the shadows as the two women hushed each other’s giggles while touching each other and quickly closed the door.  The younger girl didn’t get much sleep as she thought about what the two women might be doing.  She couldn’t quite understand what two women would do together besides kissing, but she wanted to find out.  As a result of her sleepless night, she looked haggard the next morning, confirming her chaperone’s worst fears that she was ailing. 
 
    “I’ll keep her company while you go down and get a meal.  Have them send up something light for her,” Melissa offered generously. 
 
    Abigail, pleased to still be abed when she desperately wanted some more sleep, was surprised to find herself alone with her friend.  She wondered if the modiste had snuck out the previous night or early this morn? 
 
    “So, what is really wrong with you?” Mel asked knowingly, looking at her friend in polite concern. 
 
    “I’m just tired.  I didn’t sleep well,” she told her honestly, refusing to look up at her.  She wanted to ask so much, her curiosity was piqued but something kept her from speaking.  She suddenly felt uncomfortable around Melissa. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, sitting down at the end of the bed.  “We have the party to look forward to, and of course, Father has more horses to look at.  Won’t that be fun?” 
 
    Abigail enjoyed the idea of the party and the first dress that would be made just for her, but now that she knew what the seamstress was and possibly what she and Melissa had done, it made her uncomfortable.  She figured conversing about horses was a safe bet. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    As they dressed for the party, Abigail was grateful to have Mrs. Jessup help her with the dress.  Admiring herself in the full-length mirror in their suite, she was pleased to see how grown-up she looked.  She wondered if Melissa would notice her.  She also wondered if the seamstress had been back to their suite.  She had gotten up at every sound the past few nights but had seen nothing. 
 
    As Abigail put her shawl around her shoulders and Mrs. Jessup hurried to fetch her own, she stopped in the living room of the suite to see Melissa in a dark blue velvet gown.  She looked stunning in her own way, the dark color not at all like the pastel colors Abigail had chosen for her own dress.  Melissa was so grown up, but at over twenty-one, she supposed the young woman could choose her own colors.  Girls of Abigail’s age always wore pastels.  She couldn’t wait to get married someday or become old enough to choose rich colors such as the blue velvet that looked so fine. 
 
    “Wow, you look stunning,” Mel said to her friend with a smile. 
 
    “I do?” she asked, looking down at her dress as though searching for a stain.  She wondered what Melissa saw in that seamstress and what she saw when she looked at Abigail.  She probably thought her a child. 
 
    “You do indeed,” Mr. Lawrence assured her, coming out of his room and trying to fasten his cufflinks.  “Melissa, would you help me here?” he asked in a grouchy, teasing sort of voice. 
 
    Mel laughed at her father’s attempts to dress himself.  “You should have brought a man servant.” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t need–” he began but caught the twinkle in her dark brown eyes and laughed with her.  He did indeed need a man servant, and she should probably have a lady’s maid, but she was far too independent and insisted she didn’t need one hanging about and doing things she could do herself.  He watched as she attached the cufflinks that had been a gift from his wife, her mother, and marveled that this was his daughter.  Her gown was fabulous, but she looked…odd in it.  He almost felt as though she should be wearing the suit he was wearing.  Still, it wasn’t her fault she looked like his side of the family, not her genteel mother.  He smiled fondly at her as she finished attaching the jewel at his cuff.   
 
    “There you go, Father.  Hurry and get your jacket on, so we can go,” she urged him. 
 
    He saluted her and they both laughed as he went back in his bedroom to fetch the required item. 
 
    “Are we ready to go?” Mrs. Jessup asked as she came out of the bedroom she shared with Abigail. 
 
    “Just,” Mel told her; glad she didn’t wear old ladies’ clothes as this matron did.  Mrs. Jessup looked frumpy and had far too much lace in her old-fashioned frock.  Mel loved the blue of her velvet gown but knew it didn’t quite suit her.  The style was fashionable, and she looked nice, but it just wasn’t quite…her. 
 
    “Ready, ladies?” Victor asked as he surveyed the three women he would be escorting to the party.  Glancing at Mel again, he wished he had given her some of her mother’s jewelry, thinking maybe that would help the overall appearance, then he stopped himself.  There was nothing wrong with Mel’s appearance.  She stood proudly next to him, and to his surprise, she almost matched him in height and girth.  The petite Lady Abigail looked positively delicate next to his robust daughter.  Mrs. Jessup looked fine in her own way, and he shared a smile with her over their charges’ heads as he escorted them out.  Four men-at-arms had been hired for the evening to escort them to the party.  They would be riding along at the sides of their carriage, their swords and pistols at the ready to defend the family should it become necessary. 
 
    The party, a small gathering of merely one hundred people, was set in a distinctly French Colonial home.  Shaped in a C pattern, its yellow gold outside looked wonderful in the setting sun, setting it off almost as though it were a painting against the green hills.  Their hosts, Count and Countess de Croӱ, were pleased to see the American, his daughter, and Lady Baxter.  The count was always looking to expand his business contacts, finding it fascinating how others controlled their wealth.  The American, while holding no title, was rumored to be enormously wealthy.  Seeing the American’s daughter again, he was surprised at her beautiful gown, but he had heard his wife talk about the girl, who was twenty-one and not married, and he could see why.  Still, there were those who would marry her for her father’s rumored enormous fortune, which it was understood she would inherit someday as his only heir.   
 
    “Mr. Lawrence,” the count greeted him, bowing slightly, his heels tapping together as he stood back at attention.  “Allow me to introduce my wife, Countess de Croӱ.” 
 
    “Count de Croӱ,” Victor said charmingly, bowing to them both and taking the Countess’ hand and kissing the back of it.  “Countess de Croӱ.  May I introduce my daughter, Melissa Lawrence, her friend, Lady Baxter, and the lady’s chaperone, Mrs. Jessup.” 
 
    “Charmant,” he said, bowing first over Melissa’s hand and then Lady Baxter’s hand as his wife acknowledged the older woman. 
 
    They were led into the formal ballroom where people were standing about gossiping, waiting for the amusements to begin.  The men and women had segregated, and the countess led Melissa and Abigail towards a younger group of girls, Mrs. Jessup trailing discreetly behind.  She introduced them around and left them to attend to some of her other guests. 
 
    The women, girls really, talked rapidly in French, assuming the American and the Englishwoman didn’t speak a word of it.  Mel exchanged a look with Abigail, and together they turned their backs on the group and walked away. 
 
    “Excusez-moi,” a young gentleman approached them. 
 
    Mel nearly laughed at his bad French and decided being straightforward might shock this polite society, but she wasn’t going to let the young man be miserable as he was looking so hopefully at Abigail.  “We speak English,” she told him quietly. 
 
    He looked instantly relieved as he immediately bowed.  “May I ask to be introduced to your chaperone?” he asked, looking hopefully to Mel as though she had this title. 
 
    “Of course,” Abigail said, a delighted smile of mischief on her face as she glanced at Melissa.  She had been appalled at the few words of French she had caught from that group of Belgian girls.  They had been rude towards Mel, who simply turned away.  She caught it in time to turn with her, making it look as though both were of the same mind.  She had to wonder how often Mel was insulted like that.  “May I introduce you to my chaperone,” she said, giving it the French inflection, “Mrs. Jessup?” 
 
    The young man looked surprised at the frowning matron several paces behind the two young women he had approached, but he quickly recovered as he bowed to her formally.  “Madam, I would like to be introduced to your charge…s,” he added belatedly, looking at Mel.  She gazed at him as though his equal, and it alarmed him.  She was taller than he! 
 
    Mel distinctly heard Mrs. Jessup mumble, “Impertinent,” under her breath before she obliged the young man. 
 
    The title of lady delighted him as he gazed at the petite blonde, but he was surprised and confused by the title of Miss attributed to the large, young woman.  Still, she was dressed expensively, which bespoke money.  He glanced once more at Lady Baxter.   
 
    “May I ask for the privilege of the first dance?” he asked in what he hoped was a charming voice. 
 
    Abigail glanced at Mrs. Jessup, who was eyeing the young man with distaste.  He was barely out of the schoolroom from what she could see.  She glanced at her best friend, who was trying not to laugh and nodded once before looking away.  “I would be delighted,” she assured him, remembering her manners. 
 
    He smiled, showing off teeth that belonged in a horse’s mouth.  His delight was apparent to anyone who cared to look.  “I will seek you out as soon as the music starts,” he assured her.  He bowed again to both her and Mel and forgot the older Mrs. Jessup, who harrumphed and mumbled something under her breath again.   
 
    “Why did you encourage me to dance with him?” Abigail asked Mel as they strolled along looking at people, nodding politely and being seen, an important part of these social gatherings. 
 
    “He was so earnest, and I thought you might enjoy dancing with him.  It will give those,” her head nodded back to the girls they had left, “something to talk about.” 
 
    “They were nasty–” Abigail began, then put her hand to her mouth in shock that she had said it aloud. 
 
    Mel chuckled and nodded.  “Your French is improving.” 
 
    They enjoyed themselves.  The young man’s request for a dance was the first of many as gossip flowed that Abigail was the daughter of an earl.  The gossip got a lot of facts wrong and frequently, Melissa Lawrence’s name and value as an heiress was confused with her friend’s background.  Mrs. Jessup had a busy night keeping an eye on Abigail and the many young men who wanted to make the pretty young blonde’s acquaintance. 
 
    Abigail was surprised when Victor Lawrence danced with her and asked if she was having a good time.  Tongue-tied at the man’s presence, she calmed when she realized how kind the man had been to her.  After all, he valued her opinion on horses, and he was her good friend’s father.  She did wonder if he knew about Melissa’s proclivities and if he approved. 
 
    Mel danced a few times, showing she was well versed in the current dances.  Despite her height and girth, she was graceful, witty, and to some men’s alarm, very direct.  Older men appreciated her humor and honesty as well as her intelligence.  One or two were looking for a second wife and considered courting the heiress.  The young men, while trying to be polite, couldn’t get past Mel’s looks, and many times, she was taller than they.  Her enormous wealth attracted only the ones that were down on their luck and looking to enrich their coffers.  Still, Mel enjoyed herself and was pleased to dance with her father on several occasions before the night was concluded. 
 
    “Did you girls have a good time?” Victor asked them both again at the end of the night as the carriage drove them back to their hotel.  They would be moving on to other establishments in the next few days, having been invited to private homes for the rest of their stay before they would return to England. 
 
    Both girls assured him they had before fatigue quieted them and they were glad to go straight to bed.  Mrs. Jessup was asleep almost instantly as she got into her bed next to her charge, and she never heard when Abigail got up to peek out the bedroom door. 
 
    Victor Lawrence had gone downstairs to smoke cigars with some men he had invited back to the hotel to talk business despite the lateness of the hour, and Melissa was alone in the living room.  Abigail nearly went out to her when she heard a discreet tapping on the door to the suite, and Melissa got up to answer it.  She watched as Melissa snuck the seamstress into her bedroom, closing the door firmly, the sound of the lock distinct in the quiet of the suite. 
 
    Abigail returned to her bed, exhausted from the evening but thinking about everything she had observed.  The American girl seemed not to care that the girls their age snubbed them, and the men their age were only after her money.  She’d had lively conversations with older men, some who seemed interested in her, but Abigail wondered if they were just interested in the American’s immense fortune.  She had no idea how much money Melissa would one day inherit, but Victor Lawrence was not only generous with his only child but seemed to have no qualms about spending his money on his latest venture.  Would he force Melissa to marry?  Would she continue to seek out willing women?  Why didn’t Melissa see her?  This, above all other things, was bothering the young woman. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    They returned to England, eager to share their adventures with the entire Baxter family while Victor went off to inspect the work he was having done on the farms he had purchased. 
 
    “Oh, this is lovely, Abi,” her younger sister enthused as she looked at the gown that Abigail had had made in Belgium.  She was envious that her sister had gone to a grown-up party.  She listened to the stories the two girls shared avidly, surprised that she was even interested. 
 
    “We’ve had several letters,” Sir Anthony announced to his daughter a few days later, sounding aggrieved. 
 
    “Letters?” Abigail asked, surprised.  Had someone reported her for inappropriate behavior?  She hadn’t done anything, had she?  She quickly thought back to their trip and wondered if Mrs. Jessup had told him something.  She immediately thought of Melissa’s behavior and wondered if someone had seen something there.  No, Melissa had been most discreet. 
 
    “Apparently, you made an impression in Belgium, and these are inquiries for your hand in marriage,” he told her, looking thunderous.  “I’ll have no daughter of mine wasted on those Frenchies!” 
 
    “I think they are actually more Dutch,” Lady Baxter tried to soothe him.  She was just grateful he wasn’t drunk for this conversation. 
 
    “Dutch, French, I don’t care.  I won’t have it!  My daughter will marry a good Englishman, or I’ll know the reason why!” he thundered, pounding his fist in his hand and wincing at his own strength. 
 
    Abigail agreed, trying to reassure her father it hadn’t been her idea, and she hadn’t encouraged any of them.  It took some convincing, with Melissa speaking up on her friend’s behalf, before she was believed, but finally, he calmed down.  Her brothers, Robert and Anthony, kept making faces behind their father’s back, pleased that she had been called on the carpet for these unsolicited proposals.  They couldn’t believe that their little sister was of marriageable age and would tease her mercilessly when their father wasn’t about. 
 
    “Can you believe that?” Abigail hissed once she and Melissa were alone. 
 
    “Actually, I can.  You looked very fetching,” Mel told her, wondering why it was such an outrage to Sir Baxter that others would find his daughter appealing.  “They obviously thought you worthy.” 
 
    “But father was so angry,” she said, sounding relieved to be away from it. 
 
    “Of course, he doesn’t want to lose control of you to others.  It’s ultimately his decision who you marry,” Mel reminded her, suddenly feeling sad for her friend.  She knew her father wanted her to marry too but would never pick a husband for her. 
 
    Abigail resented that Sir Baxter had the final say of anyone she married.  He could force her to marry anyone he wanted to make a match with.  She wished it weren’t so.  She glanced at Melissa and sat down on her bed.   
 
    Mel sat in the room’s only chair and watched her friend, hoping she wasn’t too upset.  She’d seen how Robert and Anthony had behaved.  Not only had it been disrespectful to their father but to Abigail.  If she hadn’t wanted to marry Anthony before, she wanted to even less now.  What childish and inappropriate behavior.  She’d enjoyed some of the conversations she’d had on the continent with older men, finding men her own age more interested in what she could bring to a match or talking some drivel that only a girl with nothing in her head would be interested in.  The condescension they heaped on women set her teeth on edge. 
 
    “Oh, God.  Melissa, what will I do if he’s horrible?” she asked, worrying about who her father would ultimately pick. 
 
    “Didn’t your mother once say you weren’t to marry until you were eighteen?” Mel asked, remembering something she had heard the older woman say. 
 
    “But I’ll be eighteen next month.  Didn’t you know?” she asked, suddenly looking alarmed. 
 
    “Well, are you going to have a party?” she asked, trying to distract her from the thought of marrying someone she didn’t want. 
 
    “No, Father says they are getting too expensive, and I have my coming out party next fall,” she replied, sounding miserable. 
 
    “Well, we must have a private party then,” Mel enthused to cheer her friend up. 
 
    “How can we do that?  Father won’t allow a party.” 
 
    “Let’s invite some of your friends,” Mel began musingly.  Even though she didn’t like some of those girls, they were Abigail’s friends.  “We can have a picnic.” 
 
    “Oh, you think we can?”  The idea really appealed to her, effectively distracting her from her plight. 
 
    “Let’s conspire with your mother.  I’m sure she will say it’s okay.” 
 
    Completely distracted, Abigail was suddenly happy again as they made their plans. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Thinking back to that long-ago picnic, Mel smiled, reveling in her memories as she drifted miserably off to sleep in her hammock.  She was awoken by the shouted commands of men who were thrown about as the storm worsened.  She was assigned to one of the pumps, pumping water out of the hold, so they wouldn’t sink.  Her large, strong shoulders effortlessly worked the lever as she watched the bellows sucking in water and propelling it through the hose onto the deck above them. 
 
    “Faster there, faster!” the nasty voice of Seamus O’Grady interrupted Mel’s more pleasant thoughts of the picnic on Abigail’s eighteenth birthday. 
 
    “Aye, aye,” Mel agreed, grunting out the words, so the man couldn’t tell how annoyed she was to be in his presence.  Since she had awoken on this ship all those months ago, she had been belittled, treated like a slave, only her size preventing a beating or two.  She’d be respectful, but she wouldn’t take his guff. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, getting close enough that she could smell his fetid breath.  His teeth were nearly all rotted out of his mouth. 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” she said respectfully as she pumped the water out of the hold.  She glanced to where the other man had been.  He was nowhere to be seen, the other pump lying idle.  She hadn’t even noticed him leaving as she daydreamed back to England and Abigail’s delightful presence. 
 
    “I ain’t no sir.  I ain’t no officer,” he said, sounding insulted, his spittle hitting her in the face.  She could smell the rum about him.  She briefly wondered if it was stolen from the holds.  She knew he wasn’t supposed to be drinking, especially as they had a crisis to deal with during this storm. 
 
    She nodded, not sure how to answer that.   
 
    “I been a watchin’ you.  You learn quick.  Mayhap we can do for each other?” he asked crudely. 
 
    Mel froze for a second, unsure what the man was asking.  He was one of the men who had used that boy they had captured.  She glanced at him, sure she had misunderstood, and saw him eyeing her muscular arm, almost salivating. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, turning her back to him, trying to ignore him.  The ship was heaving to and fro, and she could hear the water sloshing down below.  She pumped harder, faster, hoping he would leave her alone.  Instead, she suddenly felt the lash of his whip.  It stung painfully.  More than the pain though, she was concerned that her thick shirt would be cut to ribbons, exposing that she was wearing a band to flatten and hide her breasts.  She knew the men wouldn’t hesitate to hold her down and rape her repeatedly if they discovered her sex.  Not all the men were of his ilk but enough that the decent ones could do nothing to protect her.   
 
    It was bad enough that the man had blithely thought she would accommodate another man.  She didn’t mind that some of the men partook in their pleasures this way.  The boy seemed to enjoy his keepers now, even if he had become a little cocky and arrogant.  There were a few men who were faithful to each other.  Most on the ship were heterosexual men, who would wait to find a woman when they were in port rather than pleasure each other, while others were only pleasuring each other while on ship.  They seemed to think that while on ship it didn’t count.  She’d heard enough of them wanking off in their hammocks at night and slipped barefoot on the results of that, disgusted and wishing for her sturdy boots.  The pain of her back as she was struck again had her turning and lashing out.  Seamus was closer than she realized; he was closer than he realized too.  Her fist struck the man and he went flying into one of the supporting beams, his head cracking against it as he bounced off and fell, stunned, into the hold she was pumping out. 
 
    Mel quickly went to the hatch, peering down into it and grabbing a lantern.  She looked around.  No one was near to help her, and they couldn’t hear her shouts for help over the sounds of the storm.  Holding the lantern as the ship rode the waves, knocking everyone and everything about, she peered around and made her decision.  She carefully made her way into the hold, completely aware that she could drown down there and no one would know until they realized she wasn’t at the pump.  She wondered if they’d be angrier that she wasn’t manning her station or for the loss of her hard-working body.  She knew they didn’t care about her as a person, only about her ability to work.  She peered into the darkness, looking for Seamus and hearing a faint groan.  She hung the lantern on a hook placed there for that purpose, being careful to latch it, so it wouldn’t fall into the water as the ship rocked back and forth.  She saw Seamus was barely above water, his face scarcely held up by his buoyancy as the waves in the bilge splashed over him.  The water was filthy from the upper decks filtering down.  It contained all sorts of contaminants, including human urine.  And there were rats.  She could hear them off in the darkness, their squeaks a reminder that this place was disgusting.  She shuddered.  She hated rats. 
 
    She went to fish Seamus out of the water, and he feebly tried to shake her hands loose.  In that moment, she had another thought.  She looked around, peering off into the darkness and then up at the lantern and the hole she had crawled through to get into this space.  No one knew they were down here.  If she brought Seamus back up out of the bilge, he would make some outrageous claim, and she would be whipped for insubordination.  He would enjoy every minute of her pain and humiliation.  It wouldn’t matter if it was true or not; he held the power of life or death over her and many others.  He had made their lives horrible.  Only her size and willingness to work had kept her from some of his cruelties.  Now that she had rebuffed him, he would make her pay.  She knew she was in a dangerous situation.  
 
    Seamus pawed feebly at her hand, trying to get her to release him, and with the ship lurching, she accommodated him.  Standing in the cold, stinking water, she watched as he popped back to the surface.  He was becoming more aware of where he was; she could see it in his expression.  The stunning blow to his head must be fading, and she had to work quickly if she was going to do anything.  She looked around once more, then without another thought, she lifted her bare, filthy foot and put it down on his chest.  He went under immediately.  When he realized what she was doing, his hands started to pull feebly at her foot, her ankle, and then her leg.  She put her whole weight on that leg, careful not to lose her balance as she held him under the water while the ship rocked to and fro.  She peered into the light cast by the lantern and looked at the bubbles rising.  She wondered how long it took for a man to drown.  His hands eventually stopped pulling at her, and when the bubbles stopped, she breathed a sigh of relief.  Her heart was pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears over the noise the ship was making in the storm.  She relaxed and stepped back, taking her foot and weight off the man’s chest. 
 
    She stepped back and the body popped up.  She was shocked to see Seamus’s eyes gazing belligerently up at her.  At first, she thought she was seeing things, but then, he blinked.  He reached for her, and Mel punched him in the jaw.  Her surprise turned to anger.  She knew if she let him live, he would kill her.  If not by his own hands, he would take delight in watching others punish her, and when they found out she was a woman…  She pushed him back under the water, her hands holding him under.  His own hands were like grasping tentacles on her wrists as she held him under.  This time, she held on longer, well after the bubbles stopped rising, and only released him when she felt his body go limp.  She watched as the body floated away, face down in the cold bilge water.  As she turned to head for the ladder, she heard, “Hey, down there.  How deep is it?” 
 
    She recognized the first mate’s voice, and she confidently answered, raising her voice to be heard over the noise of the storm, “At least two feet, sir.”  She began to climb, wondering how much he had seen.  He waited for her as she unlatched the lantern.  “I hope I’m making some headway,” she said by way of distracting him, so he wouldn’t wonder why she had been down there.  She nodded towards the pump.  She hung the lantern back up and took the handle, starting to pump again. 
 
    “Aye, we’re almost through this storm.  You keep it up,” he encouraged, clapping her on her back and turning to head down a passageway.  It was a good thing he turned just then, so he didn’t see Mel wince from where he had clapped her.  He’d unintentionally hit the two whip marks that were now on her sore back.  She glanced down, and her heart froze.  Seamus’ whip lay on the deck.  She glanced around, relieved when the first mate disappeared down the passage.  She quickly scooped up the short whip and threw it through the hatch into the hold.  It caught on the corner of the hole, and she suddenly heard someone coming.  She stopped her steady strokes at the pump long enough to pull desperately at the whip, the leather lengths caught in a crack in the wood as she tugged, finally freeing it and throwing it into the hold.  Faintly, she thought she heard a splash as she resumed her methodical pumping on the lever.  She nodded as two of the ship’s officers came down the passageway, wondering if they had seen anything and hoping they hadn’t. 
 
    Seamus’ body wasn’t discovered for a couple days.  At first, they thought he had been swept off the deck, but a search of the ship turned up his body in the bilge water, which was much lower now that the men had been pumping it out around the clock.  Men had been sent all over the ship to check for leaks and to unofficially search for anything out of the norm.  Mel had been assigned cargo holds and was relieved that someone else discovered Seamus’ stinking corpse.  It was determined that he must have somehow fallen into the hold.  That accounted for the bruises to his face and forehead where he had hit the post.  Mel nearly threw up when she caught a glimpse of his pasty white face before they bound him in cloth and the captain said a prayer over his decomposing body.  Throwing him overboard, his feet weighted to make him sink, they continued on their way. 
 
    Mel couldn’t conjure up any happy memories for a long time as they continued sailing east towards the Orient.  She had gleaned from Humphrey Duggins that they were heading to the Far East for spices and other cargo to sell before they headed to some of the islands south of China and eventually, Australia.  She tried to remember what she knew of China and Australia.  Other than they were British penal colonies, she really didn’t know much. 
 
    Humphrey Duggins was a font of information, if Mel cared to listen to the man.  He didn’t speak much, but if Mel waited long enough, the sheer silence between them had the man wanting to share information from his long years at sea.  She learned if they had sailed directly from San Francisco to Australia, it would have taken approximately one hundred and fifty-two days, at least that is what a passenger ship could claim.  He’d seen the advertisements for it when in port, and although he couldn’t read very well, that one fact had always stayed with him once he had made it out.  Since they were a cargo ship, heavier and stopping at various ports, it would be months before they made their way to Sydney, the largest port in Australia. 
 
    It took weeks, but with Seamus’ death ruled an accident, Mel was finally able to calm herself enough to once again spend her nights before sleep with Abigail. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The day before the birthday picnic was a blustery, late spring day.  It was rainy and threatening to ruin the women’s plans.  Lady Baxter had been very accommodating to the idea of an innocent picnic for the girls.  Mel had given Abigail a spring dress as a gift, her father willing to have a seamstress come in and make a dress for his oldest daughter.  This seamstress was nothing like the Belgian one, and Abigail was pleased to see that.  Mel didn’t even look at the woman twice.  Instead, she was gazing at Abigail, as though seeing her for the first time as she stood there in her undergarments for her fittings. 
 
    “I do hope this rain blows away,” Abigail fussed as the seamstress fitted her one last time, promising to have the dress done that evening. 
 
    “I’m sure tomorrow will be warm and cheery, and all your friends will come,” Mel reassured her, happy for her friend.  She’d overhead Sir Baxter discussing who they might match his daughter with.  He sounded very much like the horse breeders and owners she had overheard at the races they attended together.  He had discussed pedigrees and bloodlines of any potential suitors.  He had dismissed any of the foreign men who had sought his daughter’s hand, even those who had determinedly written more than once.  Instead, he was looking to find a man who could increase his own stature here in England through his daughter while she was still young enough to bear children.  Mel had been nauseated as she contemplated her friend’s fate.  Over the months she had known Abigail, she had developed a real affection for this girl, who was now a woman.  She realized there were deeper feelings there, but she had never acted on them and never even intimated that she was attracted to Abigail.  She never would either.  Abigail was clearly a friend, and she would do nothing to jeopardize that. 
 
    Abigail, however, had other ideas.  She had carefully watched Melissa since their trip last spring when she knew she had been with that seamstress.  She hadn’t seen her with anyone else since, but that didn’t mean Melissa didn’t seek out others who might satisfy her needs the few times she wasn’t staying with them.  She felt strangely hurt that Melissa didn’t see her.  She was eighteen, quite grown up now, and felt strangely drawn to Melissa. but she didn’t know how to make her wishes known. 
 
    The next day dawned bright and beautiful.  The storm had blown out to sea, leaving behind the promised warm temperatures, and it was cheery.  Melissa had promised, and Abigail had gladly accepted, not only the gift of her beautiful day but also the dress that had been made especially for her.  It was a light dress, gay and fun, and she could wear it all summer long.  She looked pretty in the yellow material that was complemented with blue ribbons that showed off her pretty, blonde looks.  Her other friends were thrilled to attend a picnic, both them and their beaus had been invited.  A couple of them tried to keep Mel from joining in, but Abigail wasn’t having it.  Mel was her special best friend, and she’d learned so much from the American.  Just because she wasn’t titled was no reason to snub her.  Mel ignored them, used to these kinds of girls from her time at school and abroad.  She’d learned long ago to avoid them, not respond to their taunts, and rise above them, which irritated them no end.  She knew it was because they thought she felt superior to them and her money made her better than them.  That, added to the fact that she had no title, made her a non-entity to them.  What they didn’t know is that Mel had been hurt for so long by girls just like them that it no longer penetrated her thick hide.  She was determined that this day, Abigail’s eighteenth birthday, was going to be special.  She had worked with Lady Baxter, who, despite her husband’s edict, was going to make her oldest daughter’s birthday special.  The servants had been in on it, and the cook had even made a spun sugar cake, thrilled when Melissa had discreetly provided the funds necessary for the supplies.  She was eager to show off her skills for the young lady.  Abigail was well thought of in her father’s household, and the servants wanted to see her happy. 
 
    The picnic was a delight, and the young women enjoyed themselves thoroughly in the warm sunshine.  Those with beaus showed off a little, preening and posing with the young men.  A few had brought brothers, who were hoping to catch the eye of some of the young women.  Mrs. Jessup, Lady Baxter, a few well-chosen footmen, and Anthony and Robert Baxter were in attendance to make sure that no one went off by themselves.   
 
    Croquet and other amusements were set up on the lawns leading down to the river that flowed through the Baxter estate.  Mel found herself sweating as she beat several of the young men, much to their disgruntlement. 
 
    “You should let them win,” Anthony admonished, coming up behind her. 
 
    “Why?” Mel asked, looking at the young man in puzzlement.   
 
    The fact that he had to look up at the American woman annoyed the man.  Just because of his sex, he felt he was superior to a mere woman.  He hated that she towered over him, almost intimidating him.  Still, she was enormously wealthy, and for this reason, he could look past her many faults.  As Robert had quipped, all pussies looked the same in the dark, and once he got several heirs from her body, he could ignore her and find a mistress that suited him.  “You are hurting their feelings.  They are my sister’s guests,” he told her haughtily, as though the American had no manners and should know better. 
 
    “What about my feelings?” she asked, looking sardonically at him.  She knew he didn’t like to argue with a woman, but she wasn’t intimidated at all by him in all his maleness. 
 
    “Your feelings?” he repeated in astonishment.  It had never occurred to him that she wouldn’t bow to his wishes.  She should let the others win.  He had stated that, and she should do it. 
 
    “Yes, I have feelings too.  Maybe they should step up their game and play better, so they could genuinely beat me,” she pointed out.  She had relished that last ball she had to hit, sending it sailing across the lawn and nearly into the river.  The young gentlemen had taken several hits to get it back into play, losing horrendously to the rest of them.  He had glared his discontent at the American.  Mel wasn’t doing anyone any favors. 
 
    He was astounded, intrigued, and more than ever, he was determined to bring this American woman to her knees.  The thought of her on her knees before him had his member tingling, which surprised him since he felt she was so unattractive.  He realized it was the power that was exciting him, not the ugly woman.  He turned suddenly to hide his erection, shaking his head as he walked painfully away.   
 
    Mel didn’t laugh aloud but she wanted to.  She knew men didn’t like to be shown up.  Her father had explained it during the painful teen years when Mel had done that to others.  It was a good thing she had left school and had a tutor, or she’d have embarrassed herself and any young man foolish enough to try and compete with her.  Now, she shouldn’t be so petty, and Anthony was right, she should let them win for their fragile egos.  Still, it galled her to admit that. 
 
    “I hear you just won another round of croquet,” Abigail said as she walked up, delighted for her friend.  She couldn’t hit the broad side of a fence with a ball and was terrible at sports.  She linked her arm with Melissa’s as she walked with her, drawing her away from the croquet, so others could play without the American beating them. 
 
    “Are you having a good time?” Mel asked her, enjoying the arm through her own as they strolled on the lawn. 
 
    “I am.  This was a delightful idea, and Father certainly couldn’t object, although I’m sure he tried,” she muttered in an aside as she glanced at her beaming mother.  Her mother and her best friend, Melissa, had made this happen.  “Thank you for the idea of the picnic and for this dress,” she said, her hand brushing at an imaginary speck on the yellow linen. 
 
    “I’m so glad you like it,” Mel told her, happy for her young friend and remembering her own eighteenth birthday.  Her father had taken her down to Virginia to hunt on the farm they owned there.  It had been delightful.  She hadn’t hunted here, although she heard they went to the hounds.  Hunting a fox with hounds did not appeal to her or her father.   
 
    The day was declared a success as they ate along the river on blankets that the helpful servants laid out.  Chicken and other cold foods were brought out for their guests to eat.  Even though they were starving, the young women ate daintily and not too much, so they didn’t look like gluttons.  They were jealous of the hungry, young men, who didn’t have to be as polite.  The men seemed to inhale the foods brought out for their enjoyment, even the wines and fruit juices.  Lady Baxter had made sure none of their young visitors had more than one glass of wine, which they could ill afford, which was used in a toast to her daughter on her eighteenth birthday. 
 
    All too soon, the afternoon waned, and the carriages and horses were brought to take their guests home before it got dark.  A couple of the guests walked across the enormous fields to their own estates, escorted by servants who had come to take them home and protect their charges.  The day had been beautiful, and Abigail declared she would never forget it as she took off her birthday dress and changed into something more fitting for their dinner that evening. 
 
    Sir Baxter was at a race, which had allowed them to have the picnic without him in attendance.  Everyone had been relieved not to have him there, unsure if he had even known about it or would have allowed it.  Everyone in the Baxter household had wanted Abigail to have a nice birthday, so no one had told him.  Her younger sister, Janie, had found herself falling in love with one of the young men who attended, following him all over the lawns until Lady Baxter had taken pity on him and called the young girl away. 
 
    Dinner that evening was formal, but the games they played afterwards—cards and charades—were just a nice family time together.  There was none of the angst or anger that Sir Baxter brought with his demands and drinking.  Even Anthony’s imperious attitude when Melissa soundly beat him at cards was laughed off by Lady Baxter.  She well knew the attitudes of this younger son of hers and thought he had no hope of convincing the woman or her father that he was a worthy suitor.  The American was just so different from any other girl he had ever met, and her money was probably his only incentive.  If he couldn’t have the title, he would like to be richer than his brother. 
 
    Mel got ready for bed, pleased that the day had gone so well for her friend as she thought over the events of the delightful day.  She knew her father would be coming to get her in a few days, and they would be traveling on to the south of England for more business investments.  She’d be sorry to go, not having had a friend so close to her in a long time.  She would miss Abigail and her family, despite Anthony’s arrogant certainty that he could convince her father to let him have her hand in marriage.  She started when the door opened, ready to admonish the servant who had come in without permission, and then stopped when she saw Abigail standing there in her robe, a candle on a candle holder held before her. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Mel asked, concerned.  She could see her friend’s face in the light of the candle, and Abigail looked…worried. 
 
    “I just wanted to thank you again for making this the most perfect of days for me.” 
 
    “You’ve already thanked me several times today for that very thing.  You know you are very welcome,” she replied, amused at the young woman’s enthusiasm. 
 
    “I know, but I…” she suddenly lost her nerve, certain she had made a mistake as she leaned against the door she had come through, closing it behind her.  She gathered her wits and would have left if Melissa hadn’t spoken again. 
 
    “Was there something else?” she inquired, walking towards her.  Abigail looked very fetching in the light of the candle, her light robe covering the nightgown she was wearing, her feet bare, and her hair released from its bun.  She had brushed out the long tresses before coming through the door and it shone in the muted light of the candles. 
 
    Abigail looked at her friend, steeling herself.  Without her normal day dress and wearing a dark robe that matched her dark hair, which was down, unbound, long, and luxurious, she looked…inviting, not intimidating at all.  She had thought about this for a while, wondered at it, and now she was here.  She wanted this perfect day to end even more perfectly.  “I was wondering…I mean…could you…would you…I…I…” she suddenly found her mouth too dry to speak. 
 
    “What is it, Abigail?”  Mel didn’t have a clue, and she was concerned that something might have happened in the few minutes it had taken for them both to dress for bed. 
 
    Suddenly, taking a deep breath, she blurted out, “Would you give me a kiss, a proper birthday kiss?” 
 
    Surprised, it took Mel a moment to start smiling and nod.  She leaned down and gave Abigail a kiss on her cheek, inhaling the scent of the blonde, who smelled of the violet water her maidservant bathed her in. 
 
    Exasperated, Abigail tried to turn in time to capture Melissa’s lips, but the American’s height put her lips immediately out of reach.  “No, not like that,” she said, putting up her hand to try to tug Melissa’s head back down to hers. 
 
    Mel was puzzled.  Abigail had never requested a kiss from her before.  Of course, she had chastely hugged her friend from time to time, but now, she was confused by what the petite blonde wanted.  She didn’t dare to hope what it was Abigail really wanted.  The thought didn’t even enter the woman’s mind that Abigail wanted more. 
 
    “Come down here,” she whispered in exasperation, suddenly feeling as though she had a big letter A on her chest and the servants would know why she was here in Melissa’s room.  She’d read that forbidden book over at a friend’s and thought the premise quite titillating. 
 
    Mel, still confused, bent down obediently and was completely taken by surprise when Abigail kissed her on the lips.  She didn’t know how to kiss properly though.  Her lips were tightly shut, and she pecked at Melissa’s lips, first one and then another, before pulling back and looking up at Mel as she slowly backed away in her confusion over the sudden attack.  She brought her fingers up to her lips in wonder, looking down in Abigail’s purple eyes.  They were suddenly awash with tears, and Abigail turned to leave, feeling the rejection as Melissa stared at her in stunned disbelief. 
 
    “Wait!  Don’t go!” Mel ordered her, leaning against the door with her hand to prevent the other woman leaving. 
 
    “Don’t…Let me go…” she said petulantly, feeling embarrassed.  Melissa didn’t want her.  She didn’t…. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Mel soothed her, trying not to laugh in her own embarrassment.  She was not sure if she should touch her friend or not.  “What is this about?” 
 
    “Let me go!” she gasped, tugging at the door handle, trying not to let Melissa see her tears. 
 
    “No,” Mel said succinctly, able to hear the tears in her friend’s voice.  “Tell me why you came here.  Why did you try to kiss me?” 
 
    Keeping her back to Melissa, not looking at her directly or letting her see her mortification seemed to help.  Abigail couldn’t open the door without Melissa’s cooperation because she was just too big and strong, and she didn’t want to make a fuss.  The servants or her mother and brothers might hear, and she didn’t want to alarm anyone that might still be up.  This was all so embarrassing, not at all like she had fantasized.  Melissa was supposed to wrap her strong arms around her, hold her, and return her kisses.  She remembered how she had looked with the other woman.  “I saw you in Belgium…”  She gulped, trying to get the lump out of her throat.  Maybe Melissa didn’t want her.  It had taken Abigail so long to work up her nerve, and she thought after the auspicious day they’d had maybe this was it…maybe this was the one chance she would have….  “I saw you with that seamstress…” she continued. 
 
    Mel was floored.  She had been utterly discreet with the woman.  Both women had enjoyed each other, but they knew it was fleeting, like enjoying another woman’s body but no commitment and no messy emotions.  Mel pulled away from the door, allowing Abigail to leave if she wanted.  She walked backwards, away from the petite blonde, shocked that she knew.  No one else had ever known…not her father and not his mistresses.  Ever since New Orleans, when she had been taught by one of the best madams, she had been extremely discreet.  Now, someone knew.  Now, someone could expose her. 
 
    Abigail slowly turned, the tears drying as she saw the ashen look on the bigger woman’s face.  She hadn’t expected that. 
 
    “Maybe you misunderstood…” Mel began, backing up and away from the blonde, ready with an excuse.  She felt the bed behind her knees and sat with a thump, too shocked to react and knowing her excuse was feeble and a lie. 
 
    Abigail shook her head.  They both knew it wasn’t true.  “I saw you kissing her in the shop.  I saw her come to our suite at the hotel more than once.” 
 
    Mel was astounded.  That had been early spring and now, it was nearly summer, and her one true friend was revealing what she knew.  Suddenly, she frowned as she thought about the matter at hand.  “Why did you kiss me just now?” 
 
    Having the tides suddenly turned on her again, Abigail’s breath caught in her throat.  She thought of leaving.  She had the means now but not the will.  Her legs wouldn’t let her leave.  Her eyes bored into Mel’s dark eyes, and she was trapped.  “I wanted…I hoped…” she began, wringing her hands in her agitation.  She was finally able to drop her eyes to the floor, which seemed to help make it less intense.  “I wanted you to want me like that woman.” 
 
    Mel was now speechless.  She had never expected this.  There was no way she could have predicted this.  Yes, she had been attracted to Abigail for many months, but never—except in her wildest fantasies perhaps—had she thought that Abigail would want her too.  She opened her mouth to speak, not once but twice.  It was like a fish gasping for air.  Finally, the silence began to get to her.  She could see that Abigail was about to run off, and she didn’t want this between them.  She didn’t want to hurt her friend.  Intending to let her down with a safe rebuff, the sensible thing to do in this situation, instead what came out was, “I do want you.”  She was just as shocked as Abigail at her words. 
 
    The blonde looked up again to see if Melissa was serious.  She was stunned to hear the very words she had hoped to hear.  “You…you do?” she stuttered. 
 
    Mel was having difficulty speaking.  She nodded instead.  Gulping loudly in the silent room, she squeaked out, “I never thought you would want this.”  She gestured at herself. 
 
    “I do,” she answered fervently.  Her legs still wouldn’t work.  They wouldn’t propel her forward to Melissa, sitting on her bed in her nightgown and robe.  Her legs wouldn’t help her escape from the room or this uncomfortable situation either.  “I’ve thought about it a lot since I saw the two of you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ever say anything before?” 
 
    “I was afraid.” 
 
    “Not half as afraid as you are making me now,” Mel mumbled earnestly. 
 
    Abigail heard her though and smiled for the first time in this uncomfortable meeting.  “I’ve never seen you afraid,” she stated, starting to feel a little braver.  She had feeling in her right big toe now.  It was a tingling, so there was hope for her legs again. 
 
    “Geez, Abigail.  You can’t ever tell what you saw.”  She realized she sounded like she was back in the schoolroom and they were talking about tattling. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” she said, shaking her head.  There, her other toes were starting to feel the cold in the wood floor of the room.  “I haven’t said anything since I saw you two.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have…to me.” 
 
    They exchanged a look. 
 
    “What’s it like?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “What’s what like?” 
 
    “Being with a woman?” 
 
    “I don’t know that it’s any different from being with a man.  I’ve never been with a man.” 
 
    “Have you been with many women?” 
 
    “What kind of question is that?” 
 
    “Well, I think it’s quite a practical question.  If we are going to be together, shouldn’t I know how many partners you have had?” 
 
    “What do you mean if we are going to be together?  Who says we are going to be together?”  Mel was feeling distinctly uncomfortable now. 
 
    Mel’s musings were interrupted by a roar on the deck above.  Several of the men in the other hammocks snorted as they sat up so suddenly, they nearly upended themselves.  Mel, not wanting to return to reality, was very angry.  It had been so lovely thinking about that time with Abigail.  It was a far cry from the situation she found herself in now.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “One.  Two.  Three…”  The men counted the five lashes that were being meted out to the poor boy in unison.  Danny had been caught cheating on one of his lovers with another man.  The fact that he had been shared around by these men meant nothing.  It was their right and at their discretion who he was with.  That he had gone off with another man and had been caught meant he had to be publicly punished and taught a lesson.  The other men on the ship were watching the cocky little twit get his comeuppance.   
 
    Danny screamed with every lash from the long, black whip.  It was designed for maximum punishment, ripping his shirt and his skin to shreds.  His men didn’t want to kill him, just warn the boy from straying again.  After the fifth lash, they cut him down from the main mast post, which was now flecked with the blood and skin of its newest victim.  There were others that had been tied here and lashed, some to death.  Mel shuddered. 
 
    “What?  You don’ think der boy deserved the lashin’?” one of the men asked Mel, noticing her reaction and ready to rib her over it. 
 
    “Oh, probably,” she answered, not willing to debate it with him.  She was just glad she hadn’t ever warranted a lashing.  Her back still hurt a couple weeks later from where Seamus had struck her twice with his short, almost crop-length, little whip.  Those leather fronds had hurt like the devil.  She could imagine the sobbing boy’s pain.  His back looked horrible.  She hoped her own back wasn’t infected but was unwilling to go to the ship’s surgeon for anything.  She’d washed as much of it as she could reach.  She’d even stood in the rain to clean it further, volunteering to be out on deck doing her duties through the latest storm.  She’d even allowed a wave to catch her, the sting of the salt spray causing her pain as it soaked her shirt and touched her back.  She knew it must be healing after all this time, but still, some of her work made stretching difficult. 
 
    In the coming days, the boy lay on a bunk with one of the men that claimed him tending to him.  Despite the sores on the boy’s back, they continued to use him, and Mel was thoroughly disgusted with these men.  They were the dredges of society, and she wondered that the officers on this ship didn’t interfere.  She didn’t begrudge them having sex with each other, but this was a boy, and even if he claimed to be sixteen, he looked twelve.  They had used and abused him from day one.  The boy was no longer arrogant and stayed out of everyone’s way.  He was doing his duty as they saw fit and laying on his stomach to avoid the pain in his back when off duty.  This seemed to increase the adoration of the men, who felt they owned him and were delighted to see him so helpless and laying there for them to abuse.   
 
    Mel avoided that area of the ship where they played cat and mouse with the boy.  They didn’t use each other.  They were adults, and what they did between themselves wouldn’t have bothered her nearly as much.  But this was a young boy, and he had only done what he had to do to survive.  He’d been foolish and been caught, but his punishment seemed to go on and on.  Before they reached the Orient, he had been used up, and his burial at sea angered Mel further.  What an absolute waste of a human being.  His death only inconvenienced those men.  They eagerly anticipated getting to port, so they could search for another poor unfortunate soul to shanghai and use.  They talked about getting two, in case one should sicken and die.  Mel fantasized how long it would take for these men to drown as she remembered what she had done to Seamus many weeks ago. 
 
    Mel and the others from San Francisco were once again locked below.  The officers on this ship weren’t stupid, and they knew that given the opportunity, they would all desert the ship.  Only longtime sailors or those who really wanted to be at sea would stay.  It gave her a better understanding of why these men were allowed their indulgences: from drinking rum until they were drunk to abusing a boy until he died.  The officers knew these men had nowhere else to go and would continue to work so long as they had a place on this ship.  The men were given shore leave once the cargo they were selling was ashore.  Many visited whore houses, some searched for more cargo, and some went off on their own errands as the ship’s officers sought out others of their own status and prestige to associate with. 
 
    Mel listened to the men who returned, many of them drunk.  They were enjoying their leave and just using the ship to sleep in.  The ship was a lot safer than sleeping in a whorehouse where they could be robbed.  Some places they might even lose their lives.  Mel could hear them through the door she was locked behind with the others as they compared notes.  She waited until all was quiet in the small quarters where she was imprisoned with the other men, waiting until they were asleep, so she could pull down her pants and squat over the slop bucket.  She had her period and sloshed the bucket to hide the blood, her rag completely useless as she surreptitiously ripped some additional material from the bottom of her thick shirt to pad between her legs and the coins hidden there.  The cramps were making her nearly mad.  She wished for some activity she knew would lessen the pain, or perhaps, some tonic from the surgeon, which contained things she didn’t want to know about. 
 
    After five days, they were allowed out under the watchful eyes of their captors as they helped to ready the boat to leave.  Five more unfortunate souls had been shanghaied into service and were down below awaiting their fate.  Without Seamus, the other two greeting these new men weren’t as robust in their intimidation and bullying of the captives.  Mel shook her head as she heard one of the protesting men, his cries in what she could only assume was Chinese, going unanswered as he was beaten.  She herself gazed at the land that was rapidly receding from the horizon, measuring the distance and wondering if she could swim it. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Humphrey grumbled near her ear in a low tone.  “The sharks’d get ya before you got thirty feet.”  He’d seen her gaze. 
 
    Mel flushed, feeling as though he had read her mind and hurrying to do her work.  The sooner she was done here, the sooner she could find a quiet spot to clean herself up.  The days of her bleeding had left her moody and sore.  The blood made her feel vulnerable and raw.  She still cramped a bit, but the hard work she threw herself into helped soothe the pain.  Would she ever truly be clean again? she wondered. 
 
    Mel managed to win a shirt in a poker game with some of the men, using the skills she had acquired in New Orleans so long ago.  She was grateful for the nearly new material on the shirt.  It was a lot better than her own torn and battered shirt, which she discreetly tore up for future rags.  She even managed to replace the cloth surrounding the valuable coins she was still carrying, rolling them anew.  The other cloth had become so soiled she knew she stank.  They all stank.  Most of the men weren’t very fastidious.  Even the officers on the decks above them weren’t very finicky.  They hid a lot of their body odors with perfumes and powder.  Even when they had gone ashore, they covered up with these things rather than simply bathing to get rid of the odors. 
 
    She watched the newly shanghaied men adapt to their captivity with varying degrees of success, wondering if she and the other men from San Francisco had behaved in this way.  She no longer remembered.  It seemed so long ago as she worked through her miserable days, weeks, and months.  A couple of the men were truly wild in their desire to get back to land.  One had dived off the ship, and sure enough, in these warmer waters, the sharks had quickly taken him.  Not in the thirty feet Humphrey had predicted but near enough that anyone who had been thinking of diving off to save the man rethought it.  It was exciting while it lasted.  They went back to work, laughing and talking about the man’s death as though it were nothing.  Mel was disturbed and continued her work with a will, not participating in their gruesome talk and ignoring them as she did most of the time. 
 
    “What’s with ‘im?” one of the new men asked, trying to get the lay of the land and resigned to being shanghaied.  It wasn’t his first time, and his skills would have him settled in no time.   
 
    “I’d stay away from ‘im,” Humphrey told the man, watching as Mel used her strength to help bring one of the replacement masts up from below, freeing up others who weren’t quite as strong.  The strain against her legs showed powerful muscles against the tight-fitting breeches she wore that were sadly in need of replacement. 
 
    “Why?  ‘E somethin’ special?” he laughed, his grin showing missing teeth. 
 
    “No, but ‘is fists ‘ill cuff you sideways,” he grunted out as he continued coiling rope around the capstan.  The new sailor was supposed to help him.  “And iffin youse don’t want a cuff from me, you’ll do yer work.” 
 
    This startled the new man enough that he quickly caught up the ropes they were coiling, which had become loose as they brought in the anchor.  The ropes now needed straightening before being used again.  The capstan was a round piece of wood that wound the heavy rope, and this time, it had slipped the many coils and they were now recoiling. 
 
    It took another week or so before Mel could sink back into memories of Abigail and the night of her eighteenth birthday.  It was these times she lived for that relaxed her enough to sleep well.  Most times she was tense and unable to sleep soundly due to the many men around her, who could rob her or expose her at any time, if she wasn’t careful.  The memories kept her alive.  She didn’t know why, but she had survived this far, and she was determined to see how she could escape this nightmare.  As she drifted into the memories again, she couldn’t help but skip ahead to the bad ones too.  She firmly squashed those down as she concentrated on Abigail’s eighteenth birthday night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want me?” Abigail asked boldly, her fears of rejection returning quickly.  Her eyes widened, ready to start crying. 
 
    “Abigail,” she entreated, wanting to rise and take the young woman in her arms.  She just sat there instead.  “You don’t know what you are asking.” 
 
    “I think I do,” Abigail responded, suddenly looking older than her eighteen years.  Mel felt trapped at that moment as she gazed in those beautiful, violet eyes. 
 
    “No, you don’t want this life,” she argued, trying to keep her head on straight as she contemplated being with her friend, someone she had wanted for a while, but she was unwilling to lose a friendship over what she desired. 
 
    “What life?” Abigail asked, feeling able to walk forward and get closer to Mel.  Tentatively, she sat on the edge of the bed but well enough away from Mel that she wasn’t crowding her.  Still, she was near enough if….  She wasn’t sure what she wanted.  Was it just to be held by this strong and capable woman, or did she want to be kissed passionately as she had seen her kiss the modiste?  She’d thought about it often enough that she was certain she wanted the kiss…and maybe more.  But what was more?  She knew how horses did ‘it.’  She couldn’t help but know that from being around the farms and studs and observing it, but as a well-brought-up Englishwoman, she pretended she didn’t know how animals procreated.  She’d seen dogs, ducks, and even one of the servants futtering another, but she wasn’t sure how two women could do it, and she wanted to know so much more. 
 
    Mel sighed, knowing her blonde friend’s curiosity might be her undoing, if she wasn’t careful.  She knew there was no hope for the two of them.  She couldn’t very well seduce an earl’s daughter, who was destined for better things than an American woman could offer her, even a wealthy American woman.  Abigail had to make an advantageous match, produce heirs, and be a dutiful wife.  Indulging in a relationship with a commoner such as an American was thought to be, would be frowned upon.  Their friendship was only allowed because of her father’s wealth.  She understood that and accepted it, but she wanted more too.  She had tried not to fantasize about it, but she couldn’t help thinking that someday, she wanted a companion forever.  Not a man but a woman that would be hers…until death doeth part them.  Dare she hope, even for a moment, that this young woman could be the one?  No!  She must not indulge her own fantasies this way.  She had to set her friend straight.  She began hesitatingly. 
 
    “A life of being alone for the most part,” she told the wide-eyed blonde.  “Finding others, who are interested in the same things you are,” she gestured to herself, her body, and waited to make sure that Abigail understood before continuing.  “Those that want to indulge in the pleasures of the female flesh.” 
 
    Abigail desperately wanted the details.  What pleasures of the flesh?  She didn’t dare ask, but hoped that Melissa would tell her, would provide those details. 
 
    “I don’t think an Englishwoman such as yourself should indulge in such.  You are expected to be a virgin on your wedding night for your potential husband.”  God, she sounded like such a ninny.  Still, she must discourage Abigail. 
 
    “What if I don’t want my husband?” 
 
    She did have a point.  “Didn’t you once tell me that love wasn’t for the members of the ton?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard that you marry for wealth and status, and later, after the heirs are born, you can indulge in love with someone else.”  She said it prissily as though it were a fact and acceptable. 
 
    Mel felt sorry for her if she believed that.  It sounded terrible to her.  Then again, she didn’t have many options.  Yes, she could marry and have children with a man who would marry her for her wealth.  He might possibly squander that wealth, but she would have status and position.  He would receive an allowance, but the fact that he was her husband would allow others to let him borrow against his future allowance, and she would be expected to pay off his debts.  She could still love women.  No, she wouldn’t do that to herself.  She knew her father wouldn’t let her marry a man that he didn’t trust with his daughter or his money.  It was one of the reasons she traveled with him and learned his businesses, so she had the knowledge to protect herself against such unscrupulous men.  “Well, you aren’t married, you aren’t even engaged, and you shouldn’t indulge with someone like me,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Melissa,” Abigail said quietly, her English accent weakening her and causing chills to run up Mel’s spine at the sound of its soothing tones.  “I’ve thought about you, about this, a lot since I realized what you were doing with that Belgian woman.”  She practically spat out the last two words, which left no doubt in either of their minds how she felt towards the woman.  “I want to find out what it’s like.” 
 
    “No, Abigail.  You are my best friend, and your parents trust me.  If we indulge, they would never forgive me.” 
 
    “They don’t have to know,” she said earnestly, sensing she was going to win this argument. 
 
    “What if they find out?  There would be a scandal.” 
 
    “They aren’t going to find out.  I certainly am not going to tell them,” she said, sounding supercilious, something of the English aristocracy coming out in her tone. 
 
    Mel couldn’t help but smile at the tone and her naivete.  “But what if they do?” she asked, realistically. 
 
    “We will be discreet,” she assured her, leaning closer and saying it softly. 
 
    “No, Abigail,” she answered firmly.  Abigail could be very persuasive, and Mel knew her own resistance was weakening.  She sensed something she had always wanted but never dared hope to have was within her grasp.  All she had to say was yes.  She already knew her body was willing.  The flesh was weak, but her mind told her to refuse this earnest, young woman. 
 
    “Yes, Melissa,” Abi whispered as she came even closer, crawling up onto the bed in order to breathe it closer as she stalked the older and larger woman. 
 
    Mel leaned back, moving away from Abigail but nearly fell off the bed.  She caught herself on the post and curtains and was trapped by them at the same time the blonde leaned in to kiss her again. 
 
    Abigail remembered the passionate kisses of the Belgian woman and how Mel had been so masterful.  She realized her pecks hadn’t been correct, and she leaned in, her lips lightly parted, not pulled into the bird-like peck she had been taught as a child.  Adults must kiss differently, she thought, and she put her lips against Mel’s, hoping she was doing it right. 
 
    The relaxed feel of Abigail’s luscious, little lips was Mel’s undoing, and she couldn’t help but respond.  She also couldn’t help but take control of the first real kiss they had ever shared.  Her warm lips captured Abigail’s, deepening it, teaching her as she pressed her own lips against the blonde’s.  Slowly, she opened her mouth.  Abigail responded and did the same.  As Mel expertly used her tongue, she was nearly undone by Abigail’s copying of her ministrations.  Her hands crept around the luscious, little blonde and began to caress her.  Her heart melted further at the little moan she heard when she pulled Abigail on top of her and could feel her weight against her.  Slowly, she stopped the kisses and pulled back.  She had to try once more, at least for form’s sake. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked the befuddled, petite blonde, looking anxiously into the glazed eyes for reassurance. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Melissa.  Moooore,” she breathed out enticingly. 
 
    Mel needed no further encouragement.  She began to kiss her again in earnest, over and over.  Slowly turning them, so they were side by side and her own weight was not imprisoning Abigail. 
 
    Shyly, Abigail began to copy the caresses, marveling at Melissa’s size and strength and how much she wanted to feel her bare skin against her own.  The muscles rippling under her fingers only invited her to caress and feel for more, to find out where this would lead. 
 
    Mel grasped the blonde’s foot, caressing it and the leg attached to it, her lips applying feathery kisses about the ankle.   
 
    Abigail had never felt anything like that.  It felt as though butterflies were brushing against the skin of her ankle.  Seeing Melissa’s bent head, she felt a warm rush of gratitude for her best friend’s attentions. 
 
    Mel kissed her way up, her fingers caressing every inch of skin she bared to her touches.  She looked up to see the eyes of her lover, dilated and trusting, wanting but not knowing what.  She wanted to drown in those violet colors and kiss her senseless as she possessed this young woman. 
 
    Her senses had never expected to experience this overload.  Abigail loved the feel of Mel’s lips on her skin.  Her fingers were delightful, but she wanted more, and she was anxious to experience it. 
 
    Mel was in no hurry, delighting in the exploration of the young woman’s body.  She could already scent her arousal, wondering briefly if she was even aware of the copious amounts of fluid between her legs.  She was obviously blonde as Mel noted in passing.  She worked her way up Abigail’s torso, avoiding the most sensitive area between her legs as she undressed her. 
 
    “Melissa…Melissa…” Abigail gasped as the brunette began to play with her nipples, which suddenly felt over-sensitized.  She’d never thought someone kissing her nipples would feel so good.   
 
    Mel looked up, sharing a kiss with the woman and teaching her to open her mouth sensuously, gently touching the lips, the teeth, and her tongue to Abigail’s.  She could tell that she had never been properly kissed. 
 
    “What can I do for you?  What do I do?” Abigail gasped when Melissa pulled back slightly, her hand enjoying the feel of the blonde’s small breast in her palm.  Her thumb and forefinger couldn’t help but slightly squeeze at the erect nipple that begged to be suckled. 
 
    “You will want to do what I’m doing to you but not right now…no, not right now,” Mel told her.  She wouldn’t be able to hold back the passion that threatened to overwhelm her if this unschooled virgin even attempted to do these things.  The intensity of her feelings would scare the young woman for sure.  “I want to make love to you.  I want to make it right for you this first time.” 
 
    Abigail didn’t mind.  She was feeling a rush of gratitude for the way the woman was making her feel.  She was being schooled and paying attention.  She had no choice.  Her body was very sensitized to Melissa’s touch.  It felt so warm and smooth, and she knew all the spots to touch the young woman. 
 
    Mel knew she couldn’t give Abigail the ultimate kiss.  She would be shocked, and she wanted this first time to be special for the woman.  Instead, she finally allowed her fingers to play with the blonde curls between her legs, feeling the wetness as she tugged slightly on them before letting herself probe between the folds.  She looked for and found the tiny nub that had the young woman gasping, not knowing it was even there.  A finger curled inside, following the wetness.  It was followed by another finger, widening the tight channel that had known no one…ever.  Mel relished that she was Abigail’s first and hoped that she would also be her last.  She started to thrust, being careful not to go beyond a certain point, feeling the delicate bit of flesh that protected Abigail’s virginity.   
 
    It was too much for the young woman.  Having never had such stimulation before, she came before she could even understand the feelings that were building inside her.  The tingling started, and she had no idea she was following a path that would lead to her destruction. 
 
    Mel captured her mouth just before she could shout out, having felt the copious cream on her palm and hearing her breathing change, rising with each gasp. 
 
    “Oh…OH!” Abigail’s mouth was covered by Melissa’s, and the echo of that last gasp was muffled.   
 
    Mel held her as her body convulsed slightly, pulling back her hand, so she wouldn’t damage the tissue even as Abigail plunged her body and especially her pelvis almost violently against her in her passion. 
 
    A long time later, as Abigail came down from her first ever orgasm, Mel released her now cold lips and pulled her hand from where the blonde’s legs held it tightly captive between them. 
 
    “That…was…marvelous,” she said, wetting her lips with her tongue, surprised at how cold they felt. 
 
    Melissa smiled at her, pleased with herself and what she had accomplished.  She desperately wanted to get off herself but didn’t know if Abigail was ready to ‘return the favor,’ as it were.  She wished they could have mutually caressed each other to fulfillment.   
 
    “Can I do that to you?” Abigail asked ingenuously. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Mel encouraged her, hoping she would.  When she started, Mel helped her by showing what pleased and delighted her own overly sensitive body. 
 
    That night and many other nights when the American stayed with them, Abigail snuck into Melissa’s bedroom, enjoying the education she was receiving from the older woman.  She thought it a lark to sneak about, feeling there was nothing wrong with their love.  If the servants noticed an increase in the amounts of body stains on the laundry, no one dared voice it.   
 
    When Melissa was gone with her father on their many trips, Abigail fretted that she would find someone else, someone more experienced.  She delighted in welcoming her back, begging her mother to extend an invitation to that American who, although she was not of their class, had proven to be her best friend. 
 
    They made love mostly in Mel’s guest bedroom but took picnics and daringly tried things out in the grassy glen as well as in the stables or anywhere else they could consummate their love.  Both were young, carefree, and healthy, and their appetites for each other grew as they learned what pleased the other.  Neither worried about how it would end. 
 
    “Mary reports that Abigail hasn’t been sleeping in her bed,” her housekeeper reported to Lady Baxter.  Unfortunately, she reported this in front of Lord Baxter. 
 
    “What?  What do you mean?” Lord Baxter asked, suddenly alarmed and slamming down his drink.  Had his daughter been associating with one of the footmen?  One of the grooms?  He hoped not.  He’d had some very respectable offers for her hand in marriage, and he was considering one or two of them.  He’d been busy with other business dealings and not paying attention to his daughter this summer.  Now, he had to think about those things.  His gambling had gotten way out of hand.  He needed to consider the best offer to help their finances. 
 
    “I don’t know, sir,” she said, quailing at the thought of discussing this with his lordship.  She glanced beseechingly at her lady, but she was of no help.  She cursed herself silently for not having brought this news to her mistress in private. 
 
    “We’ll get to the bottom of this right now!” he thundered as he got up, Lady Baxter following along anxiously as he stomped up the stairs to the wing where his children’s rooms were located. 
 
    Fortunately for Abigail, her time of the month was upon her, and she was spending an uncomfortable but quiet night in her own bed.  The lamp on the bedside table was bright as she read a book from their library.  She looked up in alarm, jumping as her father slammed open the door. 
 
    “Father?” she asked, surprised at the invasion of her privacy.  She pulled her covers up above the nightgown she was wearing and glanced at her mother, who gave her a warning shake of her head. 
 
    “What’s this I hear you ain’t sleepin’ in yer bed?” he asked, looking around the room curiously, hoping to see some sign of someone or something that would tell him what was going on. 
 
    “But I am,” she said sensibly, gesturing at her bed.  She tried to look confused, but her heart was beating hard.  Melissa wasn’t even in their house.  She was off on one of her father’s many business trips.   
 
    “Well, see that you keep it that way,” he said gruffly, seeing nothing was amiss and feeling embarrassed for the display.  He pulled the door shut and turned to his wife, seeing the housekeeper beyond.  “You keep your suspicions to yourself,” he told the woman as he brushed past them angrily.  Maybe he should go over the proposals again and get the girl married off.  The offers would help his debts and having the girl out from under their roof would be one less worry. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lady,” began the woman once he had gone. 
 
    Lady Baxter held up her hand to silence the woman, wondering where Abigail was sleeping when the servants had noticed her empty bed.   
 
    It wasn’t until Melissa Lawrence visited again a week or so later that Lady Baxter began to become suspicious.  She knew better than to voice her suspicions to anyone, especially her husband, who seemed to be dealing with a lot of business these days.  He was apparently worried about something.  He was drinking more than ever, and she knew he wouldn’t confide in her.  She knew about the proposals he had gotten from Belgium when the Lawrences had taken their daughter, lavishly and at their own expense, on their buying trip.  She thought it had been an extraordinarily fortunate and generous event in the young woman’s life before she would have to settle down to a husband and marriage.  Anthony had been furious at those foreign men making offers for his English daughter.  She knew nothing about the offers they had gotten from English suitors, many who had never even met Abigail Baxter but knew she was of a marriageable age and wanted the association with the earl and his familial ties. 
 
    On impulse, Lord Baxter had been checking on his daughter every few days.  When he found her bedroom empty one night, he began to check his other children’s rooms.  He surprised his sons but wouldn’t say why he had opened their doors.  He started checking the other bedrooms, including their guest rooms.  Hearing voices in the one that Melissa Lawrence stayed in, he hesitated only a moment before opening the door.  Inside he found his naked daughter, sitting above Melissa Lawrence, who was sucking lustfully on his daughter’s tit, her arm snaked around the young woman’s waist, encouraging her, as she ground down upon the American woman. 
 
    “What in the name of all that is holy is this?” he roared, startling them all. 
 
    If Mel hadn’t been in the throes of one of the best orgasms of her life, she might have heard the door open.  Instead, she rolled Abigail to the side, trying to shield her naked body from her father’s view and covering them both with the bedclothes. 
 
    “Fa…father!” Abigail gasped, shocked to see him coming through the door. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you are doing?” he yelled at her.  Her mother’s face appeared over her father’s shoulder, seeing Melissa and Abigail in bed, both obviously naked.  Her eyes widened at the sight and its implications. 
 
    Neither young woman knew what to say as they stared at the adults, who stared back at them in shocked horror. 
 
    “Get your clothes on,” Lord Baxter ordered his daughter ominously. 
 
    “Y…yes, Father,” she answered meekly, but as she went to get out from under the covers, she realized her state of undress and stared, unwilling or unable to move. 
 
    “Well, girl?  What’s keeping you?” he snapped, not understanding. 
 
    “Anthony, you need to come away,” Lady Baxter tried, taking pity on their oldest daughter. 
 
    “I will not!  This is my house and finding this going on under my roof is unacceptable.”  He looked apoplectic. 
 
    “She cannot get dressed until you leave,” she said reasonably, glancing warningly at the young women to say nothing as she tried to distract him. 
 
    Lord Anthony Baxter blinked, glanced back at the two young women holding the bed clothes up to their chests with their hair in disarray, and swallowed.  He was very aware of what he had interrupted, and he would never be able to forget the sight of his daughter and that woman; it was burned into his mind.  Turning, he faced his wife, then glanced down the hall where his other children had popped out of their rooms at the commotion.  “Get back to your rooms!” he ordered, turning his anger on them.  Seeing he had obviously alarmed the servants with his raised voice, he turned it on them as well, “Don’t you have something to do?” 
 
    “Girls get yourselves dressed,” Lady Baxter told them warningly as she gave her husband a slight push out the door and closed it. 
 
    Looking at each other in fear, they both sprinted for their clothing.  Mel wasn’t certain if they meant night clothes or day clothes, so she began to dress.  Abigail only had her nightgown, so she put that on, then wrapped her robe around herself.   
 
    Seeing Melissa dressing, she hissed, “Are you leaving?” 
 
    “I should, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted, biting her lip endearingly.  She was very afraid of what her father would do.  Melissa had warned her about being caught.  She’d waited until she was certain everyone was in their rooms for the night before sneaking down to Melissa’s room.  She had grown complacent with their regular lovemaking throughout the summer, and she’d forgotten about the others in her life and her coming out party that was scheduled for this fall. 
 
    “Are you decent?” her father’s voice came through the door far too soon. 
 
    Melissa nodded at her friend, ripping a stocking as she pulled and adjusted it, wanting to cry over the tear and at the same time just wanting to be finished dressing. 
 
    “Just a moment, Father.”  Handing Melissa her top, she helped to tie the ribbons that held it together, brushing at the exposed skin before the petticoat ties hid it.  She hadn’t meant for that to happen, but she handed Melissa her skirt before turning away and heading for the door.  Opening it, she saw both her parents waiting. 
 
    “Go to your room, Abigail,” Lord Baxter ordered. 
 
    “Father, I can–” she began, not knowing what she could really say. 
 
    “Go to your room, Miss!” 
 
    Frightened, Abigail glanced at her mother, who was looking down at the floor, ashamed as she rushed by her. 
 
    Lord Baxter turned to look at the disheveled but fully dressed Melissa Lawrence.  “You may leave in the morning, and I don’t expect to have you back.” 
 
    Mel nodded once, relieved but still uncertain about the situation.  She glanced at Lady Baxter, who refused to look at her as Lord Baxter closed the door between them.   
 
    Grabbing his wife’s elbow, he led her down the hall. 
 
    Mel began to pack her things.  She never traveled with a maid, not because they couldn’t afford it but because she preferred her privacy.  Now, she was glad no one was there to see her humiliation as she packed.  She didn’t sleep a wink, wondering what they would say or do to Abigail.  She called to a footman to take her trunk down at first light, asking that someone call for her carriage.  She would stay at one of the hotels her father favored, knowing he would eventually return.  She wondered if Lord Baxter would say anything to him.  The idea of having to discuss this situation with her father frightened her.  How could she explain?  Would he understand?  What would he say? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear?  Abigail Baxter is to be married.”  Mel froze where she was standing at the party her father had been invited to.  She hadn’t seen Abigail in weeks, not since they had been discovered.  She’d been slowly dying inside, waiting for a moment to see her and perhaps put her plan into action.  She realized now it might be too late.  She tried to get closer to the speaker and hear the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, she’s marrying Lord Worthington,” the other person whispered, keeping their voices low since they were gossiping. 
 
    “Not that old codger!” the first girl gasped, outraged.  “He’s old enough to be her grandfather!” 
 
    “Great-grandfather,” the other giggled. 
 
    “He’ll want children straight off.” 
 
    “Do you think he can still…you know?”  The giggles were getting on Mel’s nerves, and she really wanted to vomit at the thought of what Abigail was going through.  She couldn’t hear them anymore as they moved off in the crush of bodies.  She didn’t need to hear anymore though, she just needed to escape the heat of the many bodies.  She began to look for her father. 
 
    “Father, I’m not feeling well.  Would you mind if I went back to our hotel?” 
 
    “We’ll be staying at…” he began and then looked at his daughter.  She looked very pale.  “Are you all right, Melissa?” 
 
    “No, Father.  There are just too many people here tonight, and it’s far too warm.”  That was partially true as the end of summer party was both indoors and out, and the hot air that traveled inside did nothing to dissipate the crush of bodies. 
 
    “Yes, yes there are.  I’ll take you right back,” he worried as he signaled a footman to order his carriage and men.  As his only heir, he was proud of the fact that Melissa had always had such a hearty constitution.  She had been a little off for the past few weeks, and he worried that she was catching something.  He hadn’t been feeling well himself and had been working hard on the deals he had made in this part of England.  Staying in or even finding reputable hotels was difficult, and he was always pleased when his business associates invited them to stay at their estates.  He was hopeful that Melissa would one day meet a man of substance, not a peer of the realm but perhaps a man of means, but she hadn’t shown any interest.  There had been a couple he knew were more interested in her money, and he’d steered her away from them.  But there were a few that she could talk to as equals, and they had expressed interest in a possible pairing.  She wouldn’t even consider it as they were usually older men looking for second or even third wives in their later years.  She was aware they were looking for her to take care of them comfortably with the monies she would realize.  They usually understood a young girl better, but she was an intelligent woman, and while they were men he would consider eligible for his heir’s hand, she didn’t even look at them twice.  He had no idea that his daughter preferred women.  He hadn’t even contemplated that.  It would never have occurred to him, and he would be shocked if he ever found out 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    As Abigail entered the stables for her customary early morning ride, she was startled and nearly screamed when a hand reached out and pulled her into a vacant stall.  The hand covered her mouth, silencing her, and was held there as the young woman’s eyes adjusted to the gloom.  Her eyes widened when they adjusted, and she recognized the much bigger Melissa Lawrence.  She had thought from the person’s size that it was a man.  Slowly, Mel released her grip as Abigail calmed, her own hand going to her mouth in a gesture of silence as the brunette’s fingers pressed against her lips. 
 
    “What in the world?” Abigail gasped when she was released, whispering it loudly but earnestly.  “Do you know what my father would do if he discovered you here?”  She knew.  It had been made very clear to her that the American would die a horrible death if she were caught anywhere near the earl’s daughter.  Only the fact that Victor Lawrence was so well-known and had very important ties and the money to back up anything he wanted to do kept the earl from exacting revenge.  Lawrence’s daughter could stay the hell away from his daughter!  He only hoped he could marry her off before the gossip reached the wrong ears.  He knew the servants couldn’t help spreading gossip. 
 
    Mel nodded.  “What is this I hear about you marrying Lord Worthington?” she asked, the knife in her heart turning slightly and gutting her.  She’d waited practically all night in the stable, hoping that Abigail would take her customary early morning ride.  She had snuck over after her father left on a two-day business trip.  She only hoped none of the grooms that were about found them.  She could hear them faintly at the other end of the stable. 
 
    “My father says I have no choice.  No decent man would have me if they found out about my…” she looked down as she sobbed slightly, “my proclivities.  I think my mother convinced him it was you who led me astray.”  They both knew the lie to that statement, but Abigail hadn’t been asked, and she certainly wouldn’t volunteer the information.  She looked back up at the angry American. 
 
    Mel was hard put not to say something in anger.  If anyone had seduced anyone, it had been Abigail.  She had tried to resist, but she had loved this young woman and now…  “How can you?” she asked her instead, staring at her hard with angry, dark eyes, the violet color of Abigail’s eyes barely discernable in the early morning light and shadows in the stall. 
 
    “You don’t understand.  Lord Worthington will be paying off my father’s debts, and we won’t be losing our home,” she sobbed slightly as she looked at her, trying to make her understand.  She had to make this sacrifice for her mother, her sister, and her brothers.  That had been made very clear to her once they knew what she had been up to.  The humiliation had been brutal.  She had been given no choice.  Either she married this man, and soon, or they would turn her out.  The alternative was a convent or an asylum, and she’d overheard her mother arguing furiously with her father about that.  She must be weak in the head to prefer women over men and have unnatural inclinations such as this. 
 
    “So, you will give yourself to this man for your family and for your father’s gambling habits?” Mel asked, incredulous.  “I wanted you to go away with me.  I have more money than they, and we can live quite–” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Melissa.  My family would be destitute.  We would lose all this.”  Her gesture took in the stable and everything beyond it including the lush lawns leading up to the great house.  “I can’t do that to my family.  I owe them.” 
 
    “I could pay off–” she began but saw the horror on the young woman’s face at the suggestion.  She imagined speaking to the earl about his debts and dismissed the thought.  She changed her tactics.  “What do you owe yourself?  What about us?  I love you, Abigail,” she told her earnestly, her young heart trying to pour her emotions into her few words. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Melissa.  What we had was an aberration.  It’s not normal.  I can’t–” she broke off as she attempted to leave the stall.  “I’m sorry, Melissa,” she repeated as she looked in the taller woman’s eyes to try and make her understand the sacrifice she was making.  She briefly considered kissing her goodbye but knowing that it would be their last kiss, she couldn’t trust herself to let her go.  She knew what would happen in this lonely stall with no one around to stop them.  If her father found out, he would kill Melissa, and Abigail would either go to an asylum, a convent, or be thrown out, never to be spoken of again. 
 
    “No!  Don’t go!” she pleaded, but the smaller blonde slipped out and didn’t look back, leaving Mel heartbroken as she realized what she had lost. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Mel heard the banns had been read for Abigail Baxter’s marriage to Lord Worthington.  Now, she would be Lady Worthington and in a social sphere where no one would question her youthful indiscretions.  No one would gossip about anything they might have heard about the young girl.  She had made an advantageous match for her family.  Her father and his finances were solvent, and she would breed Worthington a slew of sons for his many estates.  A few mentioned that now she wouldn’t need the coming out party that had been planned for that fall; a couple making snide comments about how it had saved her father the expense of such an extravagance.  Melissa Lawrence was not invited to the wedding, which was a month later.  She heard of it through mutual friends, swallowed her heartbreak, and concentrated on her father’s business dealings.   
 
    For some reason, Victor wasn’t as enthused with the horses and farms he had purchased anymore.  He seemed a little off, and when Melissa found him slumped over in his bed one morning, it was too late for the doctor.  Victor Lawrence had died of a heart seizure.  The normally hale and hearty Victor had succumbed in the prime of his life.   
 
    Mel was heartbroken.  First, she had lost the only woman she had ever truly loved, and now, her beloved father was gone.  The vultures started to circle.  Her father’s lawyers advised she accept one of the many marriage proposals her father had fended off.  She was surprised to learn of them, then realized her father hadn’t told her because he wanted her to choose.  While he hadn’t been quite sure what had happened at the Baxter’s to sever her close friendship with them, he knew the loss of her close friendship with Abigail had hurt her.  She wasn’t ready for marriage, and the many fortune hunters had appalled him.  She refused the lawyers’ suggestions.  Instead, she went through her father’s paperwork on the investments and decided to rid herself of the horse farms and horses he had been purchasing for the last year.  So much of that reminded her of better times with Abigail.  She didn’t even care that several of them went to Lord Worthington as he added to his stud and his many estates.  She just made sure they made money on the deal, earning back the expense of the beasts, the farms, and welcoming the profit from the very man who now had rights to her love.   
 
    She kept the investments in coal mines, factories, and even a steel rail line, assigning a business manager to oversee them as she arranged to leave England.  She went to London, far away from the horse farms and the people she had previously met and socialized with.  While waiting for the sales to complete on the farms and horses and a few other details to be finalized, she hid in some of the finest hotels.  The few investments her father had made during his short time in Europe could be looked over by his managers there.  She was going back to America, far from her heartbreak and the bad memories that remained in England.  
 
    Before leaving for London, she arranged to have her father buried in a consecrated plot near a little church they had admired.  It wasn’t one of the great churches attended by many of the lords and ladies they had associated with.  Instead, a grateful Anglican priest accepted her monies to tend to the plot for his lifetime.  He also appreciated the repairs she arranged to the small church on her father’s behalf.  He admired her respect of her father’s legacy and the respect she was showing by bestowing these monies on their little church. 
 
    Mel couldn’t have cared less about the small church, but she knew it was a beautiful spot, and her father would have enjoyed going there.  They’d attended churches with the many business associates her father had made.  Few lords or ladies were in commerce, but the ones who were changing their families’ fortunes this way had invited them.  This little, no-name church needed the monies and would tend to her father’s lonely grave in perpetuity out of gratitude for her generous donation. 
 
    “Miss Lawrence, you can’t possibly understand the intricacies of your father’s–” began the lawyers who had, out of necessity, followed her to London.  Mel cut them short with a dismissive wave of her hand. 
 
    “You mean the business dealings my father included me in despite your objections?” she finished for them.  She pulled herself up to her full height as she addressed them.  “My father trained me well, and I believe if we get rid of these farms and the horses, then my business dealings here will be concluded.  I have every faith in Mr. Adams,” she indicated the manager her father had considered hiring that she had employed recently, “as did my father, and he will continue to administer these business interests for me.  Monsieur Fabre will continue to handle my interests in Belgium and France.  Both gentlemen can reach me through the banks wherever I may travel,” she told them in a no-nonsense voice, and the older lawyers who had tried to condescend to the heiress subsided.  Victor Lawrence had always included her in his dealings and solicited her advice, much to the men’s chagrin.  She did know what she was doing.  She had inherited his holdings in England, Europe, and America.  There were no other heirs, and they couldn’t naysay her.  She wasn’t incompetent, and her greatest fault was her sex.  Their advice was unsolicited and ignored, and she was right.  She owned the properties of Victor Lawrence outright and could squander them if she so chose. 
 
    Mel arranged her own ticket back to America once things were concluded months later.  She longed to visit with Abigail and her family one last time but knew that friendship was forever gone.  She headed to the ship with regrets, yearnings, and personal chastisements for the way she had handled their affair.  The voyage between England and America seemed never-ending.  She wasn’t interested in learning anything on the trip, although she observed the sailors dispassionately, too lost in her own thoughts to really associate with others.  The rumors about this heiress having suddenly lost her father interested a few of the other passengers as they gossiped about her, but most left her alone.  This wasn’t like the many other trips she and her father had taken across the seas, enjoying each other’s company and the people they met.  Those trips had been fun, and Mel had enjoyed herself when her father was alive.  Now, she just wanted to be left alone as she learned to deal with being alone, possibly for the rest of her life.   
 
    In New York, Mel faced the same condescension from the lawyers who handled her father’s holdings there.  She put them firmly in their place, taking the reins of his business dealings by selling off a few things that were unprofitable and keeping the vast majority tightly knit, then assigning managers she trusted to oversee them.  As she waited for a few deals to conclude, she took lessons from a boxer on how to defend herself before she retreated to Virginia to hunt, fish, and gather herself for a few months.  The Melissa Lawrence who went to the country was not the Mel Lawrence who left it.  For one thing, she cut her long, brown hair into a style that was shorter and easier to maintain.  It enhanced her masculine-like appearance, and no one took her for the woman she was.  She began to bind her breasts to keep them from making noticeable bumps on her chest.  She now wore pants with button-down shirts and vests, and she had nice suits made for her.  She liked the feel of men’s clothing on her frame and it suited her. 
 
    Mel began to travel, trying earnestly to forget the past year of her life—from the love she had felt for Abigail, to the loss of that relationship, and the loss of her beloved father.  She concentrated on herself and what she wanted out of life.  She slowly made her way to the Mississippi, using her knowledge of cards to become a bit more skillful as she met a down-on-his-luck card shark who, in return for her staking him, taught her how to play both honestly and dishonestly.  She learned what to watch for and how to bluff if she needed to.  Having to pretend she was a man, when at heart she knew she was a woman, her poker face skills were already well established.  She no longer cared what others thought of her and ignored them when they looked at her oddly. 
 
    First in Chicago, next in St. Louis, and later in New Orleans, she sought out madams who understand her unique tastes.  They were well paid for their discretion and their time. 
 
    “I am surprised to vind you here, Melissa,” the madam in New Orleans welcomed her back to her exclusive establishment.  She herself had tutored the young woman, who was now full-grown and had come into her own.  She was sorry the woman wasn’t interested in taking her away from this distasteful business.  She would have been a willing partner to whatever Melissa might have had in mind.  She knew the young woman could afford to support her in the lap of luxury.  At one time, she had been a respected member of the community here in New Orleans, but hard times and lack of money had forced her to move full-time into this position. 
 
    “It’s Mel now,” she corrected the woman, pleased to be back with someone who knew the score.  No more would she involve herself in affairs with young women such as Abigail.  A letter of apology had been forwarded to her bank in New York from Lady Worthington.  At first, Mel had wanted to tear it up, but she had read it, feeling tempted at first to burn it.  Instead, she read it many times, telling herself that Abigail’s decisions weren’t completely her own.  She was a victim of circumstance and timing.  She was simply too young to realize that marriage to a man didn’t mean she would be secure the rest of her life.  She’d sacrificed their love for her family.  Her father had seen to that and auctioned her off to the highest bidder, which in this case was the much older Lord Worthington.  Only the fact that Mel hadn’t taken her virginity had saved her reputation.  According to Abigail, a doctor had examined her and certified to Lord Worthington that she was untouched.  The rest of their relationship could be dismissed and certainly didn’t matter. 
 
    Abigail had been her first true love.  Mel wondered if there would ever be another.  She consoled herself in the arms and ample bosom of her first tutor and lover, Madam LeSabre, who received the young woman with open arms. 
 
    “I did not teach you that,” the older woman gasped as her former student made her orgasm in ways she had thought were long gone.  She had become jaundiced to the ways of the men and the few women who visited her establishment and thought she would never experience these feelings again, but something about Mel enticed her, and it wasn’t just her large bank account.  The muscular woman took the time to make her feel wanted, needed, and cherished.  She knew someone of Mel’s station would never take her along on her journeys, and she sighed regretfully when Mel finally moved on.  “Vere vill you go?” she asked, trying not to act needy. 
 
    “I’ve a hankering to see what Texas is about.  Maybe I will try ranching,” she confided, working to keep her voice lower and further her disguise. 
 
    “Be careful.  Those boys can be a leetle vild,” she advised, wishing she could give the mannish woman some reason to stay on in New Orleans.   
 
    Mel did heed her advice, but her appearance and size precluded anyone even suspecting that she was a woman.  She mastered a quiet, brooding style and was discreet about her absolutions, going off to do her business in the brush and looking about carefully before dropping her drawers.  She hired on at one ranch, averting her eyes when men behaved in a manner she realized must be the norm: peeing whenever and wherever they felt the need and talking of women in ways that would have caused her to blush at one time.  Now, she learned to ignore those men.  There were a few who had manners, and she cultivated their friendships and copied their behaviors in order to fit in. 
 
    “We’re taking a herd of three thousand head up to Colorado, if you want to hire on for that,” the offer went up and several hands volunteered, including Mel. 
 
    She learned to herd cattle, roping and riding along for hours.  Unfortunately, it gave her a lot of time to think about what she wanted to do with her life.  As they came to a few towns that catered to cattlemen and cowboys, she too sought out the available women, but none really appealed, and she couldn’t let on that she was anything more than a cowboy to them.  None satisfied her or her needs, so instead, she concentrated on their needs, leaving them well-satisfied and half in love with the attentive cowhand.  Mel Lawrence’s reputation as a lady’s man became well-established on that drive.  The one-sided lovemaking was not to Mel’s liking, and she’d heard that some of the women were diseased, so she worried about that as well.   
 
    Mel headed back to Kansas after they delivered the herd to Colorado.  She helped with several other smaller herds over the years, taking them north or further west or even to the rail line to be taken back east to feed the masses.  It was on one of those trail drives that she heard about miners that were paying top dollar in California and decided to buy her own herd and hire her own cowboys to take to the gold mines in the mountains outside of Sacramento.  The journey was long and arduous across the desert, and Mel played it safe, hiring Ute guides to cross the desert and later, the Bannocks to get them to the camps.  The miners paid in gold coin, and after paying off the cowboys she had hired, Mel decided to head to San Francisco.  She hoped to find a madam like LeSabre, who understood her unique needs.  Hiding the money in a place where she knew no man would ever touch another man (unless they were so inclined), she headed west for the coast, a decision that would change her life. 
 
    Mel checked in at one of the larger hotels.  She no longer thought twice about registering as Mel Lawrence.  After soaking in a real bathtub for hours, she sat down and wrote letters to her factors back east in New York, then another letter to Mr. Adams in England and to Monsieur Fabre in Belgium.  She intended to stay in San Francisco for an indeterminate period while she looked around.  Sending her letters off, the last two reporting back to New York, she felt she’d concluded her business and could look at possibly investing here in California.  The coins between her legs were uncomfortable in their new, clean wrappings, and she thought about depositing them in a bank.   
 
    That night, she put on one of her more citified suits after she’d arranged for the maid to iron the wrinkles out of it, and she went out for a nice meal.  She returned to her hotel to change back into some of her more comfortable cowboy clothes for a night on the town, stopping to get a drink at one of the many saloons.  One of those drinks must have been laced with something because she woke up the next day on the ship. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Get your ass up, you little worm,” he yelled in the man’s face before pulling the short whip from his belt and wielding it.  The man screamed in pain as it wrapped around his torso, the many fronds of leather clinging around his body and inflicting the maximum punishment. 
 
    Mel tried to mind her own business, knowing it would be a mistake to interfere.  The newly shanghaied man didn’t understand the language or the rules.  He was doing his best, but he was inept and inexperienced.  He had to learn, unfortunately, he was learning the hard way.  She ignored the man’s cries and went on to get her breakfast. 
 
    The food was watery, thin, and inedible for the most part.  Except for the officers or those who had hoarded their own food aboard, there was very little variation in the offerings from the mess for the rest of the crew.  Mel felt like she was in prison.  She heard the men, some no better than hogs at a trough, as they slurped at their slop.  She tried to hide her more fastidious side, certain it would give away her disguise.  She leaned her elbows on the table to keep the bowl from sliding as the seas around them caused the ship to rise and fall.  She used the bread to sop up the juices after flicking weevils from it with a dirty nail. 
 
    After breakfast, she hurried about the assignments she had been given, doing a good job and keeping to herself, trying not to draw attention.  She heard the men who were taking a special glee in victimizing the newly shanghaied sailors and making their lives a living hell. 
 
    “Stop it,” she told one of them when she came upon him down in the hold where she was checking the water level.  Ironically, she couldn’t help but think about the man she had drowned here just a few weeks ago.  She glanced at the man, who was even now whipping another of the new men. 
 
    “What’s that you say?” he asked, belligerently, immediately becoming defensive and trying to intimidate her.  If they got nasty enough and bullied others enough, most men would back down. 
 
    “I said stop it,” she said calmly, watching him as well as the man he had been hurting.  “You’ll get more work outta ‘im,” she pointed with her thumb and adopted the vernacular of other sailors, so he would understand, “if you teach ‘im how to do it right.” 
 
    “Who are you to say?” he asked, trying to get right in her face, but she was too tall for him and that seemed to bother him. 
 
    Mel watched his hand that held the whip, and she knew the exact moment when he decided to use it on her.  She saw the cunning and strange expression coming over his eyes as he considered his options.  “I’m just sayin’…she began, then saw the whip hand pulling back to strike.  Her own hand struck out of its own volition, grabbing his hand and holding it back.  “You use that on me, and you’ll regret it,” she told him conversationally.  She clearly remembered the last person who had used one of those on her poor back.  She didn’t ever want a repeat of that pain!  It had taken a long time to heal, and she couldn’t risk infection. 
 
    “You hain’t got the authority ‘ere…” he began, trying again to intimidate her. 
 
    “No, I hain’t,” she repeated back to him, “but you hain’t gonna use it on me either.”  She could feel him trying to remove his filthy hand from her grasp, but she didn’t let go, exerting relatively little pressure to hold him still.  She could tell her size and strength unsettled him. 
 
    “Mind yer own business!” 
 
    “It is my business, if I choose to make it so.  You use that on me, and you’ll regret it.” 
 
    It was a battle of wills, and when the strength in his hand gave out, he relaxed his hand long enough that she let go.  She saw the cunning look again as he considered striking her but something about her countenance told him not to bother or he’d regret it. 
 
    “You!” he told the cowering man, pointing the whip at him, “get back to work!”  Having asserted his authority, he went on his way, glancing back menacingly at Mel. 
 
    “Th…th…thanks,” the man stammered gratefully to Mel, his French accent grating on her already taut nerves. 
 
    “Just do your work,” she said, brushing off his gratitude.  She didn’t want anyone noticing her.  She had work to do and plans to make.  If she made too many enemies on this ship, she’d be dead…or worse.  She went to pass by him. 
 
    “I was just trying to thank–” he began, sounding angry as he dealt with the pain from the lash he had received. 
 
    “Look, I don’t need you or your gratitude,” she told him angrily, towering over him in her ire.  “Just do your work!”  With that, she brushed past him and went about her business of inspecting the water levels. 
 
    There were definite factions on this ship, and as they headed south, passing many islands, the tension seemed to be mounting.  More of the new men were treated harshly as they learned the painful job of how to become sailors…or died trying.  The waste of human life disgusted Mel, and more than once, she thought about diving off the ship and making her way to the far-off islands they could occasionally see.  The sharks in the water, and the knowledge that many of these islanders were cannibals, or so she had overheard, kept her aboard.  She had no way of making herself understood or making her way back to English-speaking countries.  She might be trading one prison for another.   
 
    Humphrey Duggins saw her gazing wistfully at the islands they were skirting, well out in the shipping lanes but close enough that the land could be seen from their ship.  “I would’na chance it, man.  Them natives ‘ill eat ya alive,” he advised. 
 
    Mel grinned; she’d already surmised that since the captain and his officers made no attempt to stop at any of these ports.  “It’s interesting, and I’d like to see the ports we’ve stopped in,” she admitted. 
 
    “They don’ trust ya yet,” he told her, thumb pointing back to where some of the other men stood on board smoking their pipes or sharing a bit of the rum they were allowed.  A few were dicing and their shouts could occasionally be heard. 
 
    “I don’t blame ‘em,” she admitted in a joking manner, her hands plaiting a bit of rope to keep them busy.  Other sailors were still on duty and milling about the ship. 
 
    “You make a first-class sailor when ya want to,” he told her grudgingly, clapping her on the shoulder in a friendly manner but backing off immediately.  This man invited no liberties and had made no real friends.  He hadn’t really tried. 
 
    “I do my fair share,” Mel admitted, not taking offence at the old sailor’s comment.  He had been kind in his own gruff way, teaching Mel things she needed to know in order to survive on this hellish ship. 
 
    “Aye, you do that,” the man admitted, taking out his pipe and fitting it to his mouth.  “I’ll be glad when we get to Sydney, and I can get some more of my fixin’s,” he said, indicating the tobacco he was carving from a fig and putting into the bowl of his pipe. 
 
    “So that be where we are makin’?” she asked, innocently enough.  She’d heard it before but wanted confirmation. 
 
    “That’s what ‘e says,” he thumb pointed to the men enjoying themselves with their rum.   
 
    Mel wasn’t certain which man he was indicating, but she nodded to acknowledge what he had just said.  “Ya been there before?” 
 
    “Ayup, a few times,” he admitted.  “Hain’t like any other port in the world.  It’s new, but then it’s got all dem convicts.” 
 
    Mel had heard that.  Australia, like America, had been a dumping ground for England’s unwanted.  They could work off their period of imprisonment.  Some made their way back to England, depending on their offenses, and some settled down to become productive citizens.  Still others only got worse and some of the worst of these ended up on Van Diemen’s Land.  “They done that back in the colonies of the Americas,” she acknowledged, curbing her speech to sound like everyone else’s.  She didn’t want to draw attention to her manner of speaking, and fitting in was paramount to her survival. 
 
    He went on, telling her tales of various ports they had visited.  Mel listened distractedly, taking in the information but wishing she could bring the conversation back to Sydney, where they were heading.  She needed more information than the little she already had.  But she knew if she brought it up specifically, he would get suspicious, and as she had been one of the shanghaied, she would still be watched.  She wondered when or if they would ever allow her to remain on the ship when in port.  She also knew it hadn’t helped that she had made no friends on this long trip.  Friends could show that she could be trusted.  She had only made superficial friends, ones that now knew she had been a cowboy and nothing more.  They’d told others what little they knew about Mel. 
 
    Mel made her plans carefully, not knowing if she could ever really use them, and she remained flexible enough to change them, if needed.  She didn’t want to leave the ship violently.  If caught, they’d string her up and certainly discover her secrets.  She wondered which would create the greatest hostility: the fact that she was a woman or the gold coins she still carried between her legs.  It was an uncomfortable fact that the coins were there.  They caused her to walk oddly, but she hoped people just assumed it was the cowboy’s unusual gait.  Several had remarked that she was a real American cowboy, and she’d not dissuaded them from their gossip.  There was little enough to distract them, but at least some of the officers carried books to read.  She longed for that privilege, realizing it had been a long time since she held a book in her hands and read for enjoyment. 
 
    Mel looked around carefully before she squatted to make her absolutions.  The cloth she used to wipe herself had become disgusting, but the food no longer agreed with her, and she’d become thin with all that went through her system.  The acid on her skin often hurt too, and she could only use the slop bucket twice per day or maybe three times, if she was lucky.  Any more than that and it would be noticed, or if she was unlucky, she would be watched.  As she was one of the few who cleaned the slop bucket, mostly so she could get some privacy, that too would be noticed.  She’d nearly been caught a few times in the close confines of the ship.  With so many men about, it was sometimes difficult to find the privacy she needed.  Most of the men didn’t care where they squatted over the buckets, and Mel simply averted her eyes. 
 
    “Well, what do we have ‘ere, eh mate?” a voice caught her at it one evening as she was attempting to use the bucket privately. 
 
    Mel had just finished and wiped herself when he showed up.  She quickly rose, pulling her trousers up and adjusting the coins, hoping they wouldn’t clink and give her away.  They caught in the hairs between her legs and pulled, making her wince with pain as the hairs were pulled out by the root.  “What, you like to watch?” she insulted the man, verbally attacking him to put him on the offensive, as she fastened her trousers.  They were really becoming threadbare, and she’d have to trade someone for something better soon. 
 
    “What’s that you say?” he asked, insulted.  Some of the men took other men as lovers, and some men, like this one, were always ready to disparage those who did.  He and others like him were careful where and when they said something about this practice as there were a few who had power over them who were men lovers. 
 
    “I asked you if you like to watch a man taking a shyte?”  She went to pick up the bucket, intending to take it up top and throw it over the side and then rinse it out.  It kept the stink down if she rinsed it in salt-water. 
 
    “Who the ‘ell…” he began but backed away as the bucket nearly slopped on his shirtfront.  “’Ey, you watchit!”  
 
    “Get out of my way,” she snarled, using the bullying tactics others used to get their way.  No niceties worked on most of these men, although there were others who were polite. 
 
    “You better watch ‘er mouth,” he grumbled as Mel went by him, and he shoved her slightly. 
 
    Mel didn’t hesitate.  She’d been prepared for anything and having almost been caught, she was angry.  Her left hand held the pail, but her right arm came back and her elbow hit the man in the neck.  He started choking immediately, and Mel pushed him out of her way as she headed up the stairs with the bucket.  She heard him gagging. 
 
    Mel had thrown out the contents and was washing the bucket when the man, who had recovered enough to gather a few of his cronies, tried to jump her.  She’d been ready, and the bucket crashed down on his head, momentarily blinding him as the saltwater hit his face.  She followed through with a punch to his gut and let the bucket go to punch him with her other hand when he pulled the bucket away from his face.  His outstretched chin proved to be a perfect target.  He went down in surprise at the strength and power behind Mel’s punches.  Two of his buddies tried to jump her, but the other sailors, sensing a fight in the offing and wanting to enjoy it, held one of them back as Mel punched the other.  They let him go, so she could fight him as well as the first man who got up off the deck.  By the time the officers noticed and gathered to watch, Mel had downed all three of the scraggly lot and was wiping the snot from her nose.  She picked up the bucket, contemplating it, and then glanced up. 
 
    “You there.  What’s yer name?” one of the officers asked, noticing her for the first time. 
 
    “Mel,” she answered, watching as some of the sailors helped the three men up and glancing to see if any of them would resume the fight or if someone else wanted to enter the fray.  Several eyed her but didn’t make a move. 
 
    “Mel what?” he asked, obviously annoyed at her for not giving a complete answer. 
 
    “Just Mel,” she answered, peering through the gloom of the evening at the man and wondering at his interest. 
 
    “Well, Just Mel, you watch your back.  Those boys ain’t gonna like that you put them down.” 
 
    “What else is new?” Mel murmured as she nodded and headed below decks.  She stopped for a moment but not before palming a cleat that had come loose, which she’d intended to work on the next day.  She was ready when two of the three men tried to get at her in her hammock, and both ended up with badly bleeding cuts along their hairline where her sock containing the cleat had hit them.  The metal had cut neat lines that would have taken out their eyes had she aimed lower.   
 
    Mel learned to sleep lightly as they tried again and again to get at her.  She was nearly gutted as a shank, a knife formed from hoarded metals that had been sharpened, was whipped through the air at her gut.  She knew that using the knife she had acquired would be acceptable, but strangely, she didn’t want to kill them.  She wanted them to be taught a lesson, so that others would hear of it and leave her alone.  Knowing that the three were hurting from the punches she had landed, she hit them again and again.  She later heard that one of them began to pee blood and the other man threw up blood.  She heard it was dark blood, so she knew they had internal injuries.  The other men stayed out of the fray, considering it a matter between the four of them.  Mel had no real friends and no one to warn her, and she soon grew weary of the constant state of alertness she had to maintain.  One of the men disappeared over the rail one night when she was on duty.  She had climbed into the crow’s nest, a clear sign the officers now trusted her.  As she came down in the early morning, clearly weary from her night awake, two of them rushed her, and she acted instinctively.  If the crushed larynx didn’t kill him, the fall into the waters did, and no one noticed his fall with the fog.  The other man stared in horror as Mel approached him.  He held up his hands in surrender. 
 
    “No more,” she told him, “or I’ll kill you.”  She watched as he nodded and backed away, skulking back to his work.  Mel looked up and saw that no one had observed the scuffle, so she resumed heading for breakfast, later curling up in her hammock for a few hours’ sleep. 
 
    The third man hadn’t participated in the attacks on her.  He’d kept well away from her after the initial fight, and for this Mel was grateful.  She just wanted to be left alone.  Her size, and the muscles she had developed on this trip, mostly ensured that.  The men respected strength, and the officers, while they didn’t like to lose men to fights or killings, ignored them unless it was to command them.  A short-staffed ship meant more work for them all.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Mel knew they must be near Australia when the ship swung wide to avoid the reef they were calling The Great Barrier.  A reef could crush the wood on a ship and leave a gaping hole that would quickly sink them.  They were in the Tasman Sea when the thugs that carried out some of the officers’ more disreputable commands began to gather the men who had been shanghaied in China.  Mel made herself scarce.  Sure enough, the men who had survived their enforced slavery from San Francisco were rounded up too.  Strangely, the men didn’t look for her, and she wondered at that.  The others were herded into the brig and locked up, so they wouldn’t desert the ship or cause a commotion that might draw attention.  She knew from experience the wood was thick and muffled the sounds.  Mel wondered how many more men would be snatched once they put into port. 
 
    Mel knew that men would be all over the ship as they came into port, readying it so they could offload cargo before taking on more.  She had to keep herself hidden, and she didn’t know how long she could manage that.  If they realized she was free, she was certain they would lock her up with the others so recently taken. 
 
    After months on this ship, she knew the location of a lot of the cargo in the hold and where there were spaces to hide.  She kept to the shadows and resituated herself as men moved about doing their duties.  She couldn’t afford to be discovered, not now, not when they were so close to a major port.  She’d looked around for months and found no escape hatch from the cargo hold that she could use to get discreetly on deck.  She’d have to go back to the steps that led to the area used by the sailors and then take the passage that went back to the galley.  On the steps above the galley was the quarterdeck where the officers and captain had their quarters.  She needed to get topside unobserved and make it look like she belonged there, so she could ascertain how close they were to the port.  She would wait until dark.  She knew that it might take weeks for them to get a berth at a dock and many of the ships would use porters to take their cargo ashore and bring more out to their ship.  She wasn’t certain how close to Sydney they were, but she had heard that the harbor was huge.  That wasn’t much information to go on but that was all she had…that and hope. 
 
    She listened to the sounds as the men worked, hoping to catch snatches of conversation here and there that would tell her exactly where they were and how late in the day it was.  She knew they needed to go by the Heads, so named for the headlands that signaled the entrance to the immense harbor.  She tried to remember what she had read about Australia and Sydney but so little was known, and she certainly never expected to come here.  There were other islands too, and she worried about them.  She couldn’t afford to be recaptured, and she surely would be if she managed to get off the ship and swim to an island.  She overheard someone mention Port Jackson, which she knew was the original port for Sydney before it became a colony.  She couldn’t tell if the person who said it was just saying they saw it or if they were there.  She was getting frustrated, but she could tell by the motion of the ship that they must be slowing.  The water sounds against the hull weren’t as loud either. 
 
    Now, she must plan how to get off the ship and swim to land.  She wondered about sharks as this large port opened out to the open sea. 
 
    She listened to the men working above her as they brought down the sails and stowed them, leaving some up to keep their forward momentum.  She remembered one of the new men asking how someone stopped a ship.  She’d laughed with the other sailors about that one.  Unlike a wagon, there were no brakes on a ship. 
 
    The entrance to Sydney Harbor contained a series of headlands that formed its over one-mile-wide entrance.  Mel’s ship passed by North Head and Quarantine Head.  Had they missed the harbor entrance they would have seen South Head and Dunbar Head.  Once in the large harbor, they saw Middle, Georges, and Chowder Head. 
 
    The captain chose to weigh anchor well short of the port.  They were far enough out that they didn’t get in the way of shipping but close enough that they could arrange porters for their cargo, unless they got lucky enough to arrange a berth in this busy harbor.  Mel heard the chains of the anchors begin moving after the shouted commands of the captain, which were repeated by his officers.  It gave her hope, even though she had no idea where she was in relation to land.  She heard the cheers of the sailors, which obviously meant they had arrived after their long voyage. 
 
    Mel snuck out of the cargo area, neatly missing a couple of the men, who were taking advantage of the opportunity to sneak back to their hammocks.  She briefly considered visiting the galley to steal some food but decided it wasn’t worth the danger of being discovered.  She narrowly missed being discovered as two of the officers came down the steps, deep in discussion about the whores they intended to visit in Sydney.  Mel understood that.  She had become horny more than once on this long voyage.  She could imagine there were many sailors up in the rigging and furling the sails, who were anticipating their time ashore. 
 
    Mel hid herself near the steps but in the shadows, so she could listen and watch for nightfall.  Once the darkness arrived, and the men settled down for the night—going to their hammocks and bunks or going ashore if they were trusted—she allowed herself to come out of hiding.  Stealthily, she climbed the stairs and darted into the shadow of the capstan, a large round piece of equipment they used to wind a heavy rope around.  It was wasn’t very bulky now due to the wide rope no longer being wound about its girth.  She didn’t care, so long as it hid her size well as she waited for someone to pass.  She glanced up at the bridge to see if anyone could see her.  They were looking out to sea, and she used the opportunity to dart to the bulwark, the side of the ship above the deck.  She got down on her hands and knees to stay in its shadow and move forward to the fo’c’sle or forecastle of the ship.  She needed to get to the front as there were too many men at the back.  She didn’t care what they were watching or discussing.  Adroitly, she avoided the rigging, ropes that were used for supporting the sails on the masts, which lay neatly about.  She had a few close calls where she could have reached out and tripped a man as he walked along the deck, but she resisted and held her breath, staying to the shadows cast by the bulwark.  She breathed a sigh of relief when she attained the prow of the ship.  She glanced back, but it was too dark to see the other end of the ship and ascertain if anyone was watching.   
 
    She wasn’t sure what to do at that point.  She couldn’t just dive in as the splash would be heard, and they’d capture her and torture her for escaping.  There were many of them and only one of her.  She saw where some of the men were lighting lanterns to keep watch and outline the ship to others that might be traveling into port.  She realized they would be temporarily blinded by the light and waited until she saw someone light another light before slipping off the port side of the ship, the left as she knew it.  Her bare feet touched the anchor chain which was dry above the waterline.  Her immense strength kept her from falling off this large chain as she slowly inched her way down.  When she touched water, the chain below the waterline instantly became slimy, and her foot slipped, making some noise in the water.  She froze, hoping no one had heard it.  She didn’t dare move until she was certain she hadn’t been heard.  She looked around and could make out a lot of lights, which she realized could only be a town.  They looked to be very far away.  She wondered if they were closer on the other side of the ship, the starboard side, and wondered if she dared look?  She couldn’t see anyone on the ship, and the high sides looked huge in the darkness.  She decided to swim for the left side where she could better see the many lights. 
 
    Slowly, she bobbed in the water away from the prison ship, seeing other ships in the waters and avoiding them.  She could see what looked like platforms and smaller boats with lanterns as men plied trades, offering rides, cargo transport, and the like.  She wished she could trust one of them to give her a lift.  She didn’t know how far away she was from those lights on the land, and from this angle in the water they seemed farther away than ever.  She also had to swim around other ships that were anchored in the water, trying to swim as silently as possible, which increased the length of her swim to shore.  She remembered her father teaching her to swim on their farm back in Virginia.  In those days, she’d had to wear a dress, which made it much more difficult to swim with its skirt swirling about, but she had managed.  Now, she was very conscious of the little clothing she was wearing and the two rolls of coins between her legs.  The coins were heavy but not so heavy that they dragged her down or impeded her swimming.  The water was cold and sapping her strength more rapidly than she realized as she made her way.  She stopped to tread water and look at the lights of the town, but they seemed as far away as ever.  She had forgotten about the tide.  What a poor sailor that made her. 
 
    The anger she felt for having forgotten about the tide led to anger about being shanghaied and forced to work for men who didn’t care about her, her life, or what she had left behind.  That anger stayed with her, driving her to keep swimming.  She finally came in far beyond where she had planned, and as she came closer to the land, the current pulled her along the shore.  She panted as she finally dragged herself up on the rocks.  Land.  She was finally on land!  It had been many, many months since she had been on actual land.  She cut herself as she pulled herself up on the rocks to rest.  She was cold, and her clothing was wet, but she didn’t care.  She couldn’t tell in the darkness where her prison boat was.  From here it was just one of the many lights in the harbor, but she hid herself as best she could in the rocks and heaved a huge sigh of relief.  She had escaped!  She was alive! 
 
      
 
    ~THE END~ 
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    Lady Claire Von Hagen was en route to the island of Baleniesia, in the Caribbean, to meet the man her father had dictated she would marry. Lord Von Hagen, Governor of Baleniesia, ruled his island and his daughter with an iron fist, and he had determined that marriage to the distasteful, but wealthy and titled, Sir Edmund Fitzhugh, would be most advantageous. Lady Claire was sailing to Baleniesia to submit to marriage when her ship was captured by pirates. Her abductor, a pirate Captain known as Black Betty, had other plans for Lady Claire. 
 
     
Claire had never experienced love of any kind, and she had certainly never conceived of the things that went on between two women. Black Betty taught her things that surprised her, and the freedom she experiences with this woman, and their developing love, capture Claire’s heart. From the islands of the Caribbean to the shores of Canada, and on from there to the continent of Africa and the Orient… together they experience things both had only dreamt about. 
 
     
Will they survive the dangers of the high seas and the first years of a relationship that neither expected to find? 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    eeee 
 
      
 
    Claire looked out over the endless sea.  It was a pretty, deep blue-green shade which she was told was due to the unique waters of the Caribbean.  As the islands they were approaching came closer, the depths would make it appear even more blue, more beautiful; many different shades of blue and green.  She enjoyed the view, but not the indicators that told her she would be arriving at their destination soon.  They were making for the island of Baleniesia, a small unimportant island ruled by an autocratic governor for His Majesty, the king.  The governor also happened to be her father.  When she reached the island she had two days to prepare for her wedding.  She glanced at the man that was to be her husband and shuddered at the thought. 
 
    Sir Edmond could have been a kind man, but nature had not been kind to him.  He was still afflicted with facial sores that most would have outgrown after their teens.  He attempted to hide these ruptures with a beard that had never fully developed and as a result looked thin and scraggly with prominent bald spots interspersed with the sores.  Ingrown hairs caused some of these sores that further made his appearance disgusting.  His morose picking at the scabs did not help any, causing oils from his hands to enter the sores and cause more pus-filled ruptures.  A flushed complexion, made worse from the sunburn he was sporting, did not enhance his looks in any way.  Dark brown, almost black hair stood out from his scalp, chins, and cheeks.  His overly-large nose was red and veins were broken over it from drinking.  His eyebrows brushed over his eyes-his only good feature.  They were a twinkling brown that frequently ogled his fiancée, much to her disgust and dismay.  Sir Edmond was not tall, slightly under average.  He was shorter than his bride, but as he never looked her in the eye it really did not matter.  Frequently, she found him looking straight down her stylishly-cut gowns, licking his lips in anticipation of their wedding night.  He was constantly assuring her that she would enjoy his amorous charms.  He tried frequently to discuss his past conquests with her, hoping to impress her with his well-endowed pursuits, but Claire always pleaded for her innocent ears to hear no such salacious comments.  Instead of putting him off, this seemed to increase his ardor; he appeared to thrill at the thought of being Claire’s first and only lover.  She shivered at the thought of his sweaty hands on her body. 
 
    She quickly looked away in disgust.  The prideful peacock had no idea that women found him repulsive.  He seemed to think very highly of himself.  He believed he was charming, rich, and handsome, despite the obvious acne on his thirty-year-old face.  When she had been introduced to him by her father’s London solicitor, she had frozen in the act of welcoming the man her father had written about, assuring her he was a good catch.  His overly-familiar nature had disgusted her beyond his physical appearance.  He quickly assured her that he would master her and show her the ways of pleasuring him.  At every opportunity he groped, fondled, caressed, or pinched her body.  As a result, she sported many bruises and red marks on her young, white body.  She avoided him whenever she could, but being on a slow ship for the last six weeks meant she had very few places to hide.  She could not always stay in her cabin.  He had accosted her there once, but she had learned to keep the door locked at all times.  She had taken a sudden interest in the management of the ship and to the delight of the captain and his officers had been a welcome listener to their stories, knowledge, and skills.  This kept her fiancé at bay.  He had no interest in the running of the ship, considering it far beneath his lofty self, but he could not interrupt the captain or his officers when they were chatting with her.  He did, however, let her know he did not appreciate her talking with these men he felt were his inferiors.  Unfortunately, the captain and his men were not much better in character than her fiancé, they interpreted her interest in the ship to be an interest in them as well.  She had another week of fending them off before they might take liberties.  Only the fact that Sir Edward was marrying the daughter of the Governor of Baleniesia kept them from doing something that would get them drawn and quartered. 
 
    Claire sighed, wishing she could change her fate, but unfortunately her father controlled it.  She had met her father a total of five times in her life.  He had basically abandoned her to their London servants when her mother died.  Going into service of the king, he had gladly accepted the prestigious position of governor on the unheard of island of Baleniesia.  He certainly did not want to be saddled with a small daughter when he was not sure of conditions on the island.  Once settled, he loved his power too much to be bothered with a child, and a girl child at that.  As a result, Claire had been raised by her governess, the housekeeper, butler, and a host of maids.  She had gone to prestigious schools thanks to her father’s solicitors, but these gave her no home life, no love, no family.  Instead she was independent; she made friends with the people who had been paid to raise her.  There was no warmth other than that friendship, nothing that would be a mother-daughter or father-daughter relationship.  She sighed again, thinking about what she had dreamed of for years, that she would love her husband and have beautiful children.  This was unlikely with a man who looked and acted like Sir Edmund.   
 
    “Thinking of me, my dear?” he sidled up to her, making sure to touch her proprietarily by sliding an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “No,” she answered honestly, shrugging his arm off her, knowing he would think it maidenly airs.  “I am thinking of what Baleniesia will look like.” 
 
    That sent him off on a long and boring lecture of the island and its many benefits.  It was a profitable island from sugar cane, slaves, and rum.  It was strategic to His Royal Majesty’s ships with a deep bay for anchoring and resupplying, which was why the governor’s request for this small favor of transporting his daughter and her fiancé had been granted.  Sir Edmund had gone to London himself to fetch his lovely bride.  He had considered himself fortunate to obtain her hand in marriage.  Her father was a lord of the realm, and with his governorship and plantations, a very wealthy man in his own right.  It was definitely an advantageous marriage for Sir Edmond.  It was also advantageous to him that his bride was young, nubile, and attractive.  Her blonde-brown hair was beautiful and would bleach blonder in the tropical sun, if he allowed her out of their home.  He thought about keeping her bound to the bedroom, perhaps tied to their bed in chains that would normally be used on slaves.  He liked the idea and licked his lips repeatedly in anticipation of bedding his attractive, young fiancée.  She would be a good bed partner he was sure of that.  He would teach her all the things that he liked. 
 
    Claire listened with only half an ear, nodding occasionally as her mind drifted.  Sir Edmund would never notice.  He was so self-involved giving her an education on something he felt so superior about, that he never considered that she was not interested in what he had to say.  Unfortunately, he felt himself superior on many subjects and his droning on tended to bore his listeners.  He never noticed, too impressed with his own knowledge to acknowledge theirs.  Claire looked out at the waves, praying to the heavens for a reprieve from this obnoxious and disgusting man.   
 
    The heavens answered. 
 
    “Sail ho,” a call came from the eagle’s nest, a spot manned by one of the sailors up on one of the high spars. 
 
    Everyone on deck except Sir Edmund looked immediately to where the man pointed over the horizon.  Faintly, the tall spars of another ship could be seen.  It took some time, but as it began to creep up over the horizon, they could see it clearly.  By then Edmund had finally become aware that his captive audience was looking elsewhere and turned to look himself.  “Do not worry, my dear, I will protect you!” he assured his fiancée, who he assumed was frightened, as he took advantage of the moment to put his arm around her again. 
 
    Claire leaned forward slightly so his arm dropped off her shoulder and wondered aloud, “I wonder if they are a merchantman’s ship?” 
 
    “I am sure if they are, they are unimportant to His Majesty’s business,” he said pompously, annoyed that she had once again avoided his touch. 
 
    They all watched as it slowly and majestically made its way towards them, apparently on a course that would intersect their own.  The captain and his officers discussed its intentions and a spyglass was brought out to try to identify the ship, which apparently was not flying a flag.  It was soon obvious that the ship was larger than their own, its four masts huge against the background of the sky.  It cut through the waves easily as it sailed along, its huge and graceful lines making little effort as its beautiful, white sails filled with wind.  As it came closer, its black appearance seemed as ominous as its silent and huge presence. 
 
    A shout went up from the captain after consulting his officers.  “It is Black Betty!” he called to his crew and immediately demanded they get the most out of their own sails to get far away from this famous pirate’s ship.  “Mason, break out arms for all,” he called to his arms master. 
 
    Claire felt curiously excited.  She had heard all sorts of tales from the captain and his officers, but the ones that seemed to fascinate her the most were those told about pirates.  Black Betty had several tales that had intrigued and delighted Claire.  She knew that she should not approve of piracy, but the fact that this ship was commanded by a woman had thrilled her.  She had listened avidly when they talked about the rogue captain of the pirate ship.  It was rumored that she took men and women as lovers, and she freed men from jail for her vagabond crew which made them exceedingly loyal.  She shared her treasure with them and owned an island somewhere that was made of gold.  She had no compunction killing men or women; she fought better than most men.  She had never been caught and brought to justice and no one could find where she hid, what happened to her captives, or the treasures that she plundered.  The outrageous tales about her were probably false, but then Claire was sure they had grown with time and boredom of the men who grudgingly respected the woman for doing what she wanted. 
 
    A curious sense of expectation took over the crew as they all came on deck to fight off the rapidly overtaking ship, its larger countenance causing the captain and his officers to sweat as they swore and ordered the men to take on more sail, to get them going faster than the other ship.  It was to no avail as the other ship fired across their bow, an obvious request for them to stop.  The captain ignored it, swearing at the other ship, the sound carried across the waters as it overtook them.  Grappling hooks were repelled as it came alongside.   
 
    Claire stood back against the doors that led down to the hold, for once letting Sir Edmund hold her around the shoulders.  In her case, it was more because she did not notice, in his case, because of his real fear.  The bulk of the doors behind her felt good against her back as she watched the pirates swing aboard. 
 
    “Repel them,” the captain shouted, unnecessarily. 
 
    Claire watched as the defenders of her ship shot unsuccessfully, oftentimes the gun they were using misfiring or not firing at all and their accuracy was awful.  The clash of swords was loud as the pirates swarmed across as the two ships crashed together, the grappling hooks now successful in holding the two ships side by side.  The men fought desperately, bravely, and Claire did not know much about sword fighting, but even her untutored eyes could see that the pirates were far superior in skill as they quickly disarmed and sometimes killed the battling sailors.  The fighting was ferocious, sweaty, and quick; the pirates were soon victorious.   
 
    Claire watched amazed as a woman came across the small gap between the two ships.  She was dressed as a man with her hair flowing madly about her shoulders and back, its red gleam shining in the light of the sun, bright gold earrings hanging from both her ears.  She looked wild and untamed as she walked up to the captain who was held between two swarthy-looking men who had never washed, were naked from the waist up, and sported odd little shoes that had tips that curled up.  She wore two swords crisscrossed over her back, her hair nearly hiding them in its length, but the handles were just over her shoulders so she could grab them as needed.  Right now, she was holding a sword in her hand from the belt at her waist. 
 
    “Do you yield?” a very effeminate voice sternly asked. 
 
    The captain spat at her and she looked at the spittle that hit the deck of the captured ship.  Her eyes narrowed ominously and with a little nod of her head the two men who held the captain began to strip him despite his protests and then proceeded to throw him into the ocean over the edge of his ship. 
 
    “Well, lookee what we have here,” a voice spoke close to Claire’s ear and she turned to see a disgusting man with brown, fuzzy teeth leering at her as he reached for her.  In the clash of the fight, she and Sir Edmund had been overlooked and now the pirates were systematically looking for anyone hiding or for hidden loot, and had discovered her.  He grabbed her away from Sir Edmund easily, who curiously did not protest.  “Hey, boys, looks like we gets some fun!” he grinned and laughed evilly as several men began to pinch, grab, and feel up the protesting woman. 
 
    “No, no, NO!” she screeched, as they began to tear at her clothes and bear her down to the deck of the ship.  She saw one of the men lower his trousers and she saw a pole of white flesh swelling from it.  She looked away helplessly as she tried to kick and struggle, but was held down easily by the lustful men who pulled her skirts up and ripped off her drawers, touching her where no one had ever touched, not even she, other than through a washcloth.  She screamed, which seemed to egg on the men.  Glancing over at her fiancé who had sworn to defend her, she saw him easily being held by two men, but also watching avidly.  She screamed loud and long as the man kneeled between her spread legs. 
 
    “Halt!” the feminine voice commanded. 
 
    The man grabbed her hips as he went to thrust between her legs. 
 
    A sword tip slashed down in front of his lust-filled eyes and stopped just short of his erect cock.  He froze in the act of raping the young woman and looked up at the angry green eyes of his captain.  Her intent was clear, either he halted his act or she would slice off his manhood.  Knowing her as he did, he shrunk before all their eyes and quickly tucked it away, standing up with his head hung low.  She raised his chin with her sword tip. 
 
    “Can you listen, Johann?” she asked, ominously. 
 
    “Sorry, Captain, I’s caught up.  She is a prize,” he defended himself weakly. 
 
    She glanced down on the deck at the sprawled body of the young woman she had just saved from being ravished.  The blouse of her gown was torn open and her breasts were on view to all the lustful looks of her men and the crew of the other ship who could see from their own kneeling positions.  She admired the view herself for a moment.  “So she is, but she is more valuable to us as a hostage.  Are you and I going to have problems over this, Johann?” she asked, in a cultured voice that brooked no argument. 
 
    “No, ma’am, er, sir,” he stuttered, knowing she would not hesitate to kill him where he stood. 
 
    She smiled as she lowered the razor-sharp sword and ordered, “Cover her up!”  Looking around at the sailors of the captured ship, she spied the still struggling Sir Edmund who was swearing and protesting over his capture.  
 
    “I am Sir Edmund Fitzhugh!  You have no right...!” he was shouting. 
 
    “They will not understand you,” she yelled over him in a perfect English accent and he subsided, relieved to have someone who might finally understand him as the two dirty men had not answered in English.  Instead they spoke some gibberish he had no hope of understanding as he struggled to be released from them and they swore at him in their own languages. 
 
    “Finally!  I DEMAND that you release me immediately.  I am Sir Edmund...” he began, pompously, but trailed off as she swiftly brought her sword up to his unprotected throat to get his full attention. 
 
    “You are NOTHING now.  I am in charge here and you are at my mercy.  If I choose to sell you as a slave or drown you here, it is MY choice and not your own.  So do be good enough to be quiet while I decide what to do with you.”  She turned away from the disgusting man whose eyes were nearly popping out of his sockets at the sword. 
 
    “Strip the ship,” she ordered, in several different languages.  It was obvious she knew them too, as she effortlessly gave the order. 
 
    Each of the captured sailors was given the opportunity to tell what they knew about their own ship as the pirates searched them for weapons and valuables.  Many of the pirates knew many different languages, or at least a smattering, so they could ask their English prisoners questions.  The pirates began to take their plunder across to their own ship.  They used the labor of their captives to bring up the booty from the hold.  Anyone who resisted was stripped and thrown immediately into the water as an example to any who would not work.  They were watched to see that they did not try to again get on board or on the pirates’ own ship.  It is a helpless man who is naked and floating in the ocean, attempting to keep afloat or, as a couple of the men were, holding on to the ship as best they could at the water line, waiting for the decision of the pirate captain and their fate.  They did not hold out much hope; the captain was not known for her generosity to captives if she even bothered to take any of them. 
 
    “Take her to my cabin,” she ordered one of the men, indicating Claire who was now wrapped and shivering in a blanket.   He nodded as he solicitously helped the woman up. 
 
    “Is that Black Betty?” Claire asked, as they made their way to the larger ship. 
 
    The man nodded as he pushed his way past other pirates and men working to transfer booty and supplies as the smaller ship was slowly stripped of all usable rigging, supplies, and cargo. 
 
    He showed her to a luxuriously furnished apartment with a large set of windows and an actual bed instead of the normal bunks that were found on a ship.  This bed, Claire could see, was bolted to the floor as any furniture on a ship normally was to prevent it becoming a nuisance in bad weather.  Men had been known to be crushed from moving cargo or gear caused by the battering that waves gave a ship.  “If I were you, mademoiselle,” he began, in a French accent.  “I would do ANYTHING the capitan asks of you.”  He locked her inside and Claire shivered in a chair, refusing to lie on the bed, not knowing her fate.  The little she had gleaned from what the captain had said was that she was valuable and they would be using her as a hostage.  She wondered if her father would pay?  She looked around the cabin at the shelves of books with a thin rail set up on the ledges to keep the books from falling off them.  There were several cabinets and she wondered if they contained clothing or other personal items, but she did not explore.  There was a large table bolted to the floor in the middle of the room with an odd little lip of wood around the edge and she realized this was so the dishes would not slide off onto the floor when they ate meals.  A bench stood bolted to the floor on each side of the table and two chairs, one on each end, both elegantly appointed and plush.  There were odd little hooks above head level in the walls and in the ceiling rafters, and she wondered at these as she glanced around. 
 
    She finally stopped shivering enough that she stood up to look out the large window along the back of the apartment.  She could look out over the smaller ship as the pirate ship had shifted forward a little in the current.  She could clearly see the men who were moving cargo and booty to the pirate ship.  The sailors were working to save their own lives for they knew the pirates would not hesitate to kill anyone reluctant to work.  She could see where Edmund had been stripped down naked in front of the pirate captain.  His white body was even uglier than his face.  It was scrawny and the black hairs covered most of it, almost as a pelt to make up for the sparse facial hair.  The little worm between his legs caught her attention with all his bragging.  This was going to enthrall her?  As little as she knew about men, after seeing the horrible thing that was the pirate’s manhood she instinctively knew that this little insipid thing would have been disappointing despite his boasts.  She watched as the captain struck the man with her own fists repeatedly in the jaw, using both hands on each side of his face, then one to his stomach.  As he bent over, she kneed him swiftly in the face causing his nose to spurt blood.  With a flick of her head, she indicated to throw him overboard.  Wiping her hands as though she had dirtied them, she looked around and then suddenly up, catching Claire looking down on the scene, before smiling insolently and turning deliberately away. 
 
    The transfer of their booty was achieved in a relatively short time.  The pirates were thorough and took nothing that did not have value.  There was no point in hauling damaged goods or something with weight that would give them no profit.  They stripped sails, took the extras, even fittings and hardware.  The captain and her pirate crew left the long-boats for the crew of the British ship before going across to their own ship and unhooking the grappling hooks.  The sailors who had cooperated were left aboard to decide the fate of those floating in the ocean as the pirate ship sailed away.  Left with no sails, the ship was useless and they got out the long boats to put in the water.  The pirate captain had left them three day’s rations and they were going to try to row to the nearest populated islands. 
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    Pirated Love (Book 1) 
 
    Lady Claire Von Hagen was en route to the island of Baleniesia, in the Caribbean, to meet the man her father had dictated she would marry. Lord Von Hagen, Governor of Baleniesia, ruled his island and his daughter with an iron fist, and he had determined that marriage to the distasteful, but wealthy and titled, Sir Edmund Fitzhugh, would be most advantageous. Lady Claire was sailing to Baleniesia to submit to marriage when her ship was captured by pirates. Her abductor, a pirate Captain known as Black Betty, had other plans for Lady Claire.  
 
    
Claire had never experienced love of any kind, and she had certainly never conceived of the things that went on between two women. Black Betty taught her things that surprised her, and the freedom she experiences with this woman, and their developing love, capture Claire’s heart. From the islands of the Caribbean to the shores of Canada, and on from there to the continent of Africa and the Orient… together they experience things both had only dreamt about.  
 
    
Will they survive the dangers of the high seas and the first years of a relationship that neither expected to find? 
 
      
 
    Just click on the buttons below to buy it in either E-Book or Paperback from Amazon: 
 
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Pirated Heart (Book 2) 
 
    ~A swashbuckling good time~ 
 
      
 
    From China to India to Africa and home to England…Will the love that Bettina Carmichaels shares with her wife, Claire, stand the test of time?  Will it even last the second year of marriage? 
 
      
 
    Trading, pirating, sword fights, sea battles, near drownings, and imprisonment…a sailor’s life may not be for all.  Come along as Tina, also known as ‘Black Betty,’ and Claire attempt to repair their failing marriage and survive sailing on the high seas… 
 
      
 
    Just click on the buttons below to buy it in either E-Book or Paperback from Amazon: 
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    When you lie next to me video: http://youtu.be/TN1Q8dfYuMY 
 
      
 
    Interview: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qKQnH4kQQP4 
 
      
 
    Readings: Ships:  http://youtu.be/q8Ksvd-Apow 
 
      
 
    Contact: 
 
    K’Anne Meinel Fan Page: http://www.facebook.com/K.Anne.Meinel.Fan.Page?sk=wall&filter=2 
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