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 For Annetje, the Feather in my Cap,

the Jewel in my Crown...

and for Mary and Joe and all of the Pankowskis

as well as for Dave and Bobbie and

all of the Lawrence clan

And finally, for the lads on The Hill.


 Prologue

December 1807 Off the coast of Java Onboard the Lorelei Lee





O God of Grace and Glory, we come before you this day in memory of our fallen shipmate. In your boundless compassion, console those of us who are left behind to mourn. Give us faith to see in death the gate of eternal life, so that in quiet confidence we may continue our course on Earth until by your call we are united with those who have gone before, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Eternal Father whose arm doth sometimes calm the restless wave, and whose mighty arm doth at other times whip the sea into an angry froth, please accept into your loving arms the soul of our lost mate who in your greater wisdom you saw fit to take. We commend unto your divine presence our beloved comrade...

Jacky Faber.

Amen.


 PART I




 Chapter 1

My name is Jacky Faber and I am—by the grace of God, of Neptune, and of all the lesser gods—Owner and Captain of the Lorelei Lee, possibly the most beautiful brigantine bark ever to sail the seven seas. I am once again back in command of that fine ship. I am in my lovely cabin and my bottom is pressed back in its favorite chair at the head of my fine table, and grouped about that table are many of my dearest friends.

I've a glass of fine wine in my fist and my dearly beloved James Emerson Fletcher sits here beside me, his hand in mine. Oh, Jaimy, finally!

I am supremely happy.

Now a drop of Nelson's blood would not do us any harm,

No, a drop of Nelson's blood would not do us any harm...




Things are getting a mite rowdy here on the Lorelei Lee as we lift our glasses and bellow out the words to the song. My ship has been sailing in company with the Cerberus and HMS Dart back up the Strait of Malacca, with Sumatra to port and the Malay Archipelago to starboard, having left Australia, and all its meager charms, far behind.

 Most of those in this northerly bound fleet had been condemned to servitude in the penal colony in New South Wales, but we managed, through various mutinies, battles, and some very welcome help from God, luck, and a Chinese pirate, to wriggle free of those bonds, and for that we are eternally grateful. I am, anyway.

Were we guilty of those crimes for which we were transported to the other side of the world? Well, the Irish lads were guilty mostly of merely being Irish. My own dear Jaimy Fletcher, former Lieutenant in His Majesty's Royal Navy and now in the eyes of that Service a vile pirate captain, was mainly guilty of merely being associated with me, false witness being brought against his good name.

My own guilt? Well, I'll let others decide that, but I won't stick around and wait for their decision. Oh, I suppose when I stand before the Pearly Gates, I'll have a few things to answer for, but I'd rather have God judge me and my actions than be judged by the King's ministers, who have not been all that kind in their treatment of my poor self. I do hope God will be more merciful than King George has proven to be.

No, a drop of Nelson's blood would not do us any harm,

And we'll all hang on behind!


Earlier we enjoyed much high hilarity over the pardons granted to all of us by Captain Bligh, Governor of New South Wales. This came about because my good Higgins, in securing the head money for each of the two hundred and fifty assorted female convicts we had delivered in good health to the colony, had also managed to cop a pile of the pardon forms. Using them, we had greatly delighted in granting ourselves absolution from all those various crimes for which we had been condemned. Captain Bligh—yes, that unfortunate Captain Bligh, formerly of the infamous Bounty—had signed the cargo manifest himself, so it was an easy thing for me to fake his signature on the pardons. I am quite good at forgery ... among other things.

 And we'll roll the golden chariot along,

Yes, we'll roll the golden chariot along,

We'll roll the old chariot along,

And we'll all hang on behind.


As we sing out the song, we linger over each "roll," making it "rrooooll" in time to the roll of the ship. Well, actually, the Lee is more wallowing than rolling, since we are essentially becalmed, which is why the captains of the Dart and Cerberus figured it was safe enough to leave their ships in the care of their junior officers and are now over here eating up my food, slugging down my wine, and eyeing me up, the dogs. I sit at the head of my table with Captain Fletcher on my right ... and Captain Joseph Jared on my left.

So, yes, there are complications, for this Joseph Jared also has a claim on my affections—it was he who had befriended me when I was pressed into service on HMS Wolverine and who helped me in the eventual takeover of that unhappy ship and who protected me from harm in that vile French prison. Both Jaimy and Jared know how things lie between the three of us, and it makes for a bit of tension in the room.

Complications, complications...


 I heave a sigh and think that if Joseph were not here right now, I'd be sitting in Jaimy's lap, and if Jaimy were not here, I'd probably be in Joseph's. Another heavy sigh. Just why my scrawny and much-scarred self should be such a source of covetous concern, I don't know ... Men, I swear ... I right now sit with my head mostly shaved 'cept for a braided pigtail hanging at the back of my shiny skull and a rather garish tattoo of a golden dragon resting on the back of my neck under said pigtail.

My Sailing Master, Enoch Lightner, a white bandage over his sightless eyes, is seated at the foot of the table, and he sings out the next verse in his lusty baritone.

Now, another winsome girl would not do us any harm,

No, another winsome lass would not do us any harm...


Arthur McBride, he who is Third Mate of the Cerberus, joins him, all the while leering at me over the rim of his wineglass.

Aye, one more winsome girl would not do us any harm,

And we'll all hang on behind!


The young Irish hound must know, given that both Jaimy and Joseph are here aboard, that he has absolutely no chance of getting into my knickers—or into my bed, for that matter—but he nevertheless gazes upon me with some heat as he sings the verse to finish up the song. I know that it was with great regret that he left his lovely and most attentive Chinese handmaidens behind him on Cheng Shih's Divine Wind. Sorry, mate, but for you, once again, the hair shirt of the monk.


 I am not the only female aboard, because Ian McConnaughey sits midtable with his wife and my dear friend Mairead, in all her red-haired beauty, beaming at his side. 'Course Arthur McBride knows better than to try to touch her. In the past, he has never had such reservations about me even though for most of our acquaintance I have been his superior officer.

Ah, yes, the Jacky Faber bed ... It is right over there, nicely made up by my servant, Lee Chi, with the best of silks and fine cottons, and I have seen covert male glances stealing over to look at it. Don't think I don't see your eyes, or know your thoughts, you dogs.

My Jolly Roger flag is draped at the foot of the bed and my gold-on-green silk Chinese dragon pennant floats over the top of it. I place my right hand on Jaimy's as we all sing out the song, but I do not place my left hand on Joseph's, even though I sort of want to. No, after all, we can't have a jealous male duel right here right now, and over my silly self, now, can we...?

Complications, complications ... Life used to be so simple...

Although we left the shores of Australia weeks ago, we continue to celebrate our deliverance from captivity. That is, some of us do, anyway—myself and my officers, and James Emerson Fletcher, Captain of the Cerberus, with his crew of recently freed Irish lads, many of whom were former crew members of my first ship, the bold, sleek, and ultimately doomed Emerald. Joseph Jared, Commander of the third ship in our fleet, HMS Dart, a neat and trim thirty-gun sloop of war, joins us in this celebration, but he is not a recently freed convict. Oh, no. He is, in fact, in charge of the Royal Navy ship that was assigned to escort the East India Company's ship Cerberus to New South Wales and then bring her back. Therein lies a further complication because the Cerberus is no longer in the possession of the East India Company but is being held now by James Emerson Fletcher and his crew of Irish rogues.

 It was what Mr. Yancy Beauregard Cantrell, renowned Mississippi gambler, used to call a "Mexican stand-off"...all participants involved standing with guns pointing at each other's heads, waiting for someone to make the first deadly move. Something had to be done.

I called a conference. When all were gathered in my cabin, I said, "Gentlemen, please, we must come to some sort of agreement. Captain Jared, you may speak first..."

Jared stood and said, "Most of you are escaped convicts. I am honor bound to take you back..."

That got him a low growl from those present, who did, after all, outnumber him in the way of armed ships.

"...however, I am open to suggestions." He sat back down.

Then my good and very intelligent John Higgins, the very soul of reason, spoke up:

"I know, Mr. Jared, how deeply you hold your concept of honor as a Royal Navy officer. However ... consider this: Your initial duty was to escort the Cerberus to New South Wales, then back to England. Is that true?"

Jared nodded. "That was our mission."

Higgins fussed with some papers on the tabletop and continued.

"The Cerberus did, indeed, go to Australia and did discharge its cargo of felons as ordered. It is now ready to go back to England, under your protection, as per your original charter. So you have fulfilled your duty in that regard. Is that true?"

 Jared considered this, and then said, "True."

"Now, as to the Lorelei Lee ..." Higgins continued, "I believe, Captain Jared, there is nothing in your orders concerning that particular craft. Is that right?"

"Also true."

"Well, then, this is Faber Shipping Worldwide's modest proposal: That we all proceed back to European waters. Once there, the Lorelei Lee will go back to her home port of Boston, and the Cerberus and the Dart will go into British waters and any disputes between their respective captains will be settled there, and in an honorable fashion."

Higgins again paused and looked about. He cleared his throat.

"Ahem. There are further considerations: It is a long way back to England, and we are a formidable force—three swift ships, trained crews, and sixty-two guns, with powder and ball to match. It is to be expected that we will encounter many French and Spanish ships, and we are still at war with those nations ... Prizes, Sirs ... many rich prizes..."

There was a low growl of avarice all around the table, and the deal was done.

 


It was an uneasy truce, but, for now, it seems to be holding. Mr. Joseph Jared will have to make a decision when we get back to European waters—one of those "friendship versus duty" decisions—and I, for one, am not looking forward to the outcome.

Complications, complications...


***

 "What means song, Memsahib? Who is Sahib Nelson and why do you sing of his dear blood?"

I look down into the deep dark eyes of Ravi, my little East Indian boy, gazing up at me. He is dressed in the white loincloth in which I first met him back on that street in Bombay. He holds a tray of full wineglasses, and eager hands reach out to grab their stems as he passes them around.

Grateful for a moment to deflect the ardent adult male gazes aimed in my direction, I direct my full attention to Ravi. I run my hand through his black locks and beam my present contentment down upon the little fellow. I am back in command of my lovely Lorelei Lee, Jaimy and all my friends are about me, and all's right with my watery world, for now. So why not live in the moment, I say. I want to throw my booted foot up on the table in sheer exuberant contentment, but I don't do it, being sort of a lady, and all.

"Well, young Sahib Ravi, it was like this," I say, scooping up the last glass on his tray and lifting it to my lips. "Several years ago there was a great naval battle off Cape Trafalgar, on the coast of Spain. It was between us Brits, with assorted Scots, Welsh, and Irishmen, against the might of Napoleon Bonaparte, Emperor of France. Over seventy warships were involved. All the men at this table were there and qualified to wear this medal—"

"Wasn't my fault you dumped me off back in London before the big fight!" laments Mairead, tossing her copper locks about in mock resentment. "Or I'da had a foine medal, too, like the one you wear, you brazen hussy!"

Laughter all around.

I grin and look down at the Trafalgar medal that rests on the chest of my navy blue lieutenant's jacket, gold braid all around. True, I did get one of the medals that were struck to commemorate that great event, despite my being female, thanks to the efforts of Captain Trumbull, the officer who had relieved me of command of the HMS Wolverine.

 "Yes, Mairead," I say. "And had you been on board, I'm sure the French would have been vanquished all the sooner!"

More laughter, but I'm not altogether kidding. Mairead is a fiery, fierce thing, and she would have given her best had she been there. I know it.

"Anyway, Ravi," I continue when the place subsides a bit. "This here gent"—and I pick up the medal and show him the man depicted there in profile—"was Admiral Lord Horatio Nelson, of the Royal Navy, and he led our fleet to victory that day against superior odds." I put the medal back flat upon my chest. "Had he not done so and we had been defeated, then Napoleon could have freely landed his troops on the east coast of England. At the best, there would have been many very bloody battles, and at the worst, we would all now be wearing French uniforms and Boney would be seated in Windsor Castle."

That gets a low growl from the Brits present.

"So, Ravi, to continue ... At the end of the great battle, there was a French marine high up in the rigging of a French First-Rate man-of-war, and he shot down upon the officers who stood on the quarterdeck of HMS Victory and wounded Lord Nelson most severely."

Ravi's eyes grow wider and wider.

"And then, Missy Memsahib?"

"And then his men carried him down to his bed and laid him upon it, and there he died in great pain from a bullet in his spine, his last words being 'Come kiss me, Hardy, if you love me,' Captain Hardy being the commander of his flagship and his longtime friend, y'see."

 "Very sad, Miss, but does not explain song," says the persistent Ravi.

"I'm getting to that, boy, just hold on. Ahem ... So then, what to do with Lord Nelson's body? The naval officers present thought long and hard about it. He was much too important to be simply tossed over the side like any ordinary dead seaman. After all, he had saved Mother England herself, so it was decided that his body should be placed in a large cask and that cask be filled with rum to preserve his honored remains."

"Indian way much neater. Build fire, then poof."

"I know, Ravi, but that is not our way," I continue. "And so it was done—Nelson's body was stripped down and placed in the cask, and the barrel was filled to the top with the best rum the ship had onboard, and HMS Victory headed back to England, bearing its sad burden."

"And so that is end of story, Missy?" asks Ravi. I can tell he is not totally satisfied with my explanation.

"Well, not quite, Ravi," I say. "There was one problem with the cask into which Nelson was put. There was a small spigot at the bottom ..."

Snorts of suppressed laughter all around.

"So?" asks Ravi, mystified.

"So, my beautiful little boy." I chortle, gathering up the lad and hugging him to me. "When the ship got to England and the funeral was prepared and the cask was opened"—a bit of a pause here—"and when the cask was opened ... the body of Lord Nelson was still in there"—another pause—"but the rum was not!"

 Roars of laughter fill the cabin. Well told, Jacky!

"But what happened to it?" asks my innocent little lad.

"Uh ... the Victory's sailors had snuck down in the dark of night and opened the spigot to pour themselves cups of the rum, and they drank it till it was all gone."

Ravi pulls away from me, aghast. "But that is disgusting!"

I pull him back to me, shaking with laughter. "If you think that is disgusting, Ravi, then you do not know British sailors!"

More gales of raucous laughter.

"And so you see, little one, a cup of Nelson's blood is another way of saying 'a cup of rum.' And sometimes having a bit of a drink is called 'tapping the Admiral'! Now go do your job and fill more cups with Nelson's blood and pass them around!"

Ravi, thoroughly revolted, I am sure, to the depths of his Hindu soul, scurries off to do his duty. I turn back to the ... situation ... at hand. We are essentially becalmed and so I have no real reason to deny Jaimy my bed this evening, and oh, I do so want it to be so ... But what of Jared? What of discipline?

Complications, complications...

While I'm dwelling on how I'm going to deal with this, I notice that Lee Chi, who is usually a cheerful sort of Chinese eunuch, is uncharacteristically nervous. He has been serving the food under Higgins's watchful eye, but he has also gone to the door several times to peer out, coming back each time looking more worried. He was given to me by the Chinese pirate Cheng Shih, who had, well ... ahem ... taken a bit of a shine to me when I was her prisoner on our way down to Botany Bay. Quite a bit of a shine, I recall with a slight blush coming to my cheeks.

 It sure is hot in here, I'm thinking as I stick my finger in my collar and pull it away from my neck. I rather regret being dressed in my naval finery—heavy jacket, lacy shirt, tight britches, and black boots. But I do like to show off, especially with Jaimy by my side, and it's my duty as Grand Mistress of the Proceedings to look good and to sparkle and to be gay and so lend joy to all at my table.

I notice Lee Chi whispering something to Ravi, who has just come back into the cabin, and I break off telling a humorous story and motion for the lad to bring his tray to my side.

"What's up, Ravi?" I say, cutting my eyes to the Chinaman, who stands nervously in a corner. "What's wrong with Mr. Lee?"

"Sahib Lee teach me some of his words ..."

"Yes, dear, go on," I say.

"He say tai means 'big' ..."

I nod at that, anxious to get back into the high hilarity of the evening, however hot it is growing in here.

"...and phoon means 'wind.'"

"So?"

I look up at Lee Chi and he points outside and says one word.

"Typhoon."

Uh-oh...


 Chapter 2

The party is over.

"Get back to your ships!" I shout, yanking off my uniform and toeing off my boots. "There is a mighty storm to the west that's headed for us! Hurry!"

But I need not have said anything, for as soon as Joseph Jared sees that low line of pitch-black clouds forming up on the horizon, his leg is over the rail of the Lee and he is back in his launch, heading toward the Dart.

He is followed closely by Jaimy Fletcher, but not before I grab him, as I'm pulling off my dress trousers, and plant a good one on his mouth.

"Please be careful, Jaimy," I breathe in his ear. "Get down all the canvas you can and quickly! I have heard that tropical typhoons are just as bad as our hurricanes, maybe even worse, and—"

"I know what to do, dearest," he says, wrapping his arms about me and holding me to him. "I know what to do about my ship, but I do not know what to do about you."

"One more kiss, Jaimy, oh please..."

"Oh, God, how I wanted to—"


 "I know, Jaimy, me, too! But now you must go."

I realize that I do not present an elegant picture, my pants now being around my ankles, yet oh, how I wish this moment could last!

But, alas, it cannot. Duty calls. He bows and says, "And you must tend to your own ship, I know that. Farewell, Jacky, we will come together again when this is over."

"God speed thee, love, and keep thee safe."

"One more..."

Oh, yes!

Then he is gone.

Deep breath, girl, and then collect yourself. All right ... Done.

"Ravi! My Powder Monkey gear! Now!"

It is the simple light canvas pants and shirt with which I had outfitted my squad of convict girls on the Lee on those occasions when the ship ran into trouble and we needed powder brought up fast to the guns. One can move about real easy in that sort of gear, and that's what I need right now if I am to face this. So clad, with my shiv in its sheath up my sleeve, I run hatless and barefoot back up on deck.

"Mr. Lightner!" I shout to my Sailing Master. "Send all hands aloft to shorten sail!" And the sound of running feet pounds all around me.

Enoch has his drum and he pounds it to summon any laggards below. "All hands aloft to shorten sail!" he roars. "Take in all mains, topsails, and royals! Leave the fore jib and reef the spanker. Secure all deck gear!"

"Aye. That should give us bare steerageway, enough to keep her head into the weather," I say, coming up next to him. "We'll see how she holds. Well done, Enoch."


 He nods, his hand on the forestay. He may be blind, but he can sense the oncoming weather and he can feel the sinews of the Lorelei Lee in the quivering of her lines.

We are joined by my First Mate, Mr. Seabrook, and my Second, Mr. Gibson, both very competent officers and both East India merchantmen. They were onboard when the Lee embarked from London as a convict ship, and I have kept them on to continue the running of it now. Mr. Hinckley, formerly Fourth Mate of the prison ship, elected to stay in Botany Bay to await another berth on a proper ship. He felt his naval career might be hampered by his having served on my Lorelei Lee, which often has cracked out the piratical skull and crossbones flag. Perhaps he is wise. We shall see.

We all watch the approaching storm with varying degrees of dread.

"I went through a typhoon back in ninety-nine," says Mr. Seabrook ominously. "When I was Fourth Mate on the Carthage, coming back from Singapore."

We all look to him to continue.

"Myself and three Filipina women were the only survivors," he says.

"Mr. Gibson, will you see that all the hatches are battened down securely?"

"Aye, Captain," says Mr. Gibson, hurrying off to his duty.

I look up at our now mostly bare poles. Only a few scraps of canvas are up forward, and the spanker over our heads back here on the quarterdeck is well reefed up. Those few sails, however, are not full, nor do they even flutter; we are dead calmed, and we wait in apprehensive silence for the storm to hit.

O Neptune, what have you in store for us poor souls?


 "Try to hold her on course 020 degrees," I say to the helmsman, a man I know to be very good at his job.

"Aye, Captain," he says. "Soon as I get some wind."

Oh, you'll get wind, mate, just you wait.

We all wait ... and wait...

I lift my long glass and note that the Cerberus and the Dart have each taken similar precautions in shortening sail and making ready for the blow. Both Jaimy and Jared are on their respective quarterdecks, and I know that they, too, wait.

 


The storm is high overhead now, with black clouds writhing and twisting about like the arms of demons from hell. All nonessential personnel have been ordered below, and still the watch above waits.

And then it comes. It starts with a quick puff of hot, wet air—enough to fill out our meager sails and give the helm some steerageway. The wind turns into a high unearthly whine, and as the storm slams into us for real, the Lorelei Lee heels hard over on her port side.

"I can't hold her, Sir!" screams the helmsman, clinging to his wheel.

"Bo'sun!" I yell at Tim Connell. "Two men to the helm!"

The wind has gone from dead stillness to over a hundred knots in a matter of seconds, clawing at every line, at every scrap of canvas, at every man on deck. Everything not securely tied down disappears instantly into the blackness. Torrents of rain come slashing at us, stinging and blinding us as we hang on for dear life. From out of the belly of the storm, enormous waves have suddenly built into towering mountains of black water. The Lee plunges and twists like a wild thing, but the three strong men now on the wheel manage to keep it from spinning ... but not for long.

 "The spanker!" shouts Enoch Lightner over the howl of the wind. "It's too much! We've got to get it down!"

"Drop the spanker, Bo'sun!" I order, clinging to the mizzenmast ratlines and pointing up to the sail overhead. "Get your top men up there! Get it down!"

But it is too late.

I was sure that the wind couldn't get any worse, but I was wrong. With the screech of a demented banshee, the storm doubles its fury and heels us over even further and then... Horror!

Close to starboard looms a wave that dwarfs all the others. It is at least fifty feet from deep bottom to wind-torn top. It rolls inexorably on and the Lee slides helplessly into the trough, yawing suddenly to her right, and then, as the body of the wave lifts us and passes on, way, way over to her other side. There she wallows, dangerously close to capsize and destruction.

The spanker hits the water and the belly of the sail fills with water, and as the Lee slowly rights herself, the added weight of the water is too much for the mizzenmast. With a sickening, splintering crrraaack, the mast splits and comes crashing down into the water on the port side.

"I've lost steerage!" cries the helmsman.

"It'll drag us down!" I screech. "Axes! Cut it away!"

The mizzen ratlines to which I had been clinging now lay flat across the deck, along with all the rest of the lines that had held up the now fallen aftermast.

Hand over hand I manage to get to the rack of axes fixed to the side of the main hatch and pull one out. Other hands are at my side doing the same thing, and within moments, we are hacking away at the tangled mess.

 No thinking, just cut, girl. Just swing and cut and swing and cut, else we are lost.

Neptune grants us a slight reprieve from the full intensity of the storm. Must be getting close to the eye, I'm thinkin', recalling hurricanes I had gone through in the Caribbean. Maybe we'll be all right, maybe...

Although my arm is aching, I swing my ax at one more line and that proves to be the last one holding the lost mast. The rigging, dragged by the drowned sail, begins to slide across the deck. When it falls into the sea, we will be able to regain some sort of steerage and so save ourselves. At least for the moment.

I put my fist into the small of my aching back and straighten up, then rub the rainwater from my eyes and gratefully watch the rigging go snaking over the side. Now, we'll—

At that moment, the galley hatchway opens and I see Ravi coming out, bearing cups of steaming coffee meant, no doubt, for me and the quarterdeck watch.

"No, Ravi!" I scream, but it is too late. Already he is on top of the squirming mass of lines, picking his way toward me. He slips and falls, his burden of coffee spilling out of the cups he still clutches in his hands.

Of course he cannot hear me above the roar of the wind, so I run to him and grab him by the scruff of his neck. "Get back below, you idiot!" and I thrust him toward the hatch.

Then I turn and begin picking my own way back to the quarterdeck. Stupid kid, I'm gonna make his brown bottom turn red, I will, I'll...


 But I ain't gonna do that at all.

A large turnbuckle sliding off with the rest of the wreckage catches me at my ankle and I fall forward. Trying desperately to get up and flee to safety, my foot slips into a loop of line, which tightens around my leg, and I am pulled relentlessly to the edge. I try to untangle my leg but, I can't, I can't. It's just too tight, and there's the rail shattered by the fall of the mast, and I see Seabrook and Gibson rushing toward me but it's no good. I know it's no good. Oh God, I'm gonna go over ... I'm gonna die.

And then arms are about me. But they are not the strong arms of any of my bully boys, no. They are the thin arms of tiny Ravi, who wails, "Memsahib! Memsahib!" as we are both dragged off the deck of the Lorelei Lee and plunged under the warm and, to us, suddenly very quiet waters of the South China Sea.


 Chapter 3

James Emerson Fletcher

Captain, Cerberus

Off the Coast of Sumatra

In Company with Lorelei Lee

and HMS Dart

December 16, 1807

Jacky Faber

Lost to this World


Dear Jacky,

We held the funeral for you today. I assure you it was a most solemn, tearful crowd that stood at the rail of the Lorelei Lee as the words were said, commending your body to the sea and all that. Of course, your poor body was already drowned in the sea and there was no way to retrieve it—neither it nor the wonderful spirit that once dwelt therein—but Higgins had contrived a wreath of twined ropes, some strands white, some light brown, representing the tendrils of your hair, which seemed to suit the sad occasion.

 We did look for you, Jacky, yes, for days on end we did, but could find no trace, and, eventually, we had to give up the search. Perhaps some landsman found your poor body and performed the terms of the Sailor's Contract—trading the golden ring in your ear for a proper burial on land. I do hope so, small comfort though it might bring to me in my grief and sorrow.

I do not have much to live for, Jacky, now that you are gone, but I know that I must keep on in this life—at least for a while. I will settle with Flashby and Bliffil, those two blackguards who sent you on this journey and whom I hold completely and personally responsible for your death. Yes, my lust for revenge shall burn hot in my now cold heart and keep me alive till the day of reckoning.

The wind is fair, and I have responsibilities to both my people and yours, so I cannot let myself slip into the beckoning depths of fatal melancholy into which I could easily slide, nor give ear to the sad songs of sirens into whose arms I could easily find solace.

I hope having your little fellow at your side as you went down lent you both some comfort. Yes, I have heard that we lost you in your vain attempt to save the boy. And yes, it was both reckless and noble of you to do so, but I do not in any way consider it a fair trade. I am sorry you lost your little lad, as I know you had great affection for him. I only wish now that some of that love could have been showered upon our own sons and daughters.

Enoch Lightner sang "O God, Our Help in Ages Past," and you may rest assured there was not a dry eye on any of the ships gathered in a rough circle for the sad event.

Were you watching and perhaps singing gleefully along? I certainly hope so, but my faith in anything has become so strained. Perhaps you live on in another world ... or perhaps the spark that was you was simply extinguished and that's all there is to it ... I do not know, and might not ever know. None of us will ... at least for now.

 Your dear friend Mairead was, of course, devastated, as we all were, but she is bearing up—after all, she has responsibilities, too, being with child once again. Higgins, as well, soldiers on.

We will go to Bombay to resupply and refit the Lorelei Lee—it is the only British-controlled port in this area that can replace the mizzenmast of the Lee and effect the other repairs needed by our fleet. None came through unscathed by that terrible storm.

Rest in peace, Jacky. You will live forever in my heart, and in every corner of my mind,

Jaimy



 Chapter 4

The sun is hot on my back as I awaken, my senses slowly returning to me. Something is wrong, and I realize that my face is pressed into ... what? Sand? Yes ... I lie on a beach, with my mouth full of grit. I open my eyes, blink several times, and then, groaning, force myself to my hands and knees. As I am half-buried in the sand, it comes to me that the tide must have ebbed and then come back in during the time I have lain here. Although I am groggy from the heat of the sun, and from my exertions the previous day and night, I am dimly able to sense that a certain East Indian boy kneels by my side. A certain very foolish East Indian boy...

"Is Memsahib all right?" he asks, fearful.

I gag and spit, trying, unsuccessfully, to clear my mouth of the grit.

"No?" he persists.

I find my voice.


 
"All right?" I choke. "All right? No, I'm not all right. I am definitely not all right, you little worm. Because of you, I am stuck here on some godforsaken beach, and all of my friends are quite sure that I am dead and rolling about on the bottom of the sea. Of course, I am perfectly all right with that. Why should I not be, you miserable little..."

 The little fellow's big dark eyes well up with tears.

"Ravi is sorry and he will go now and bother Memsahib no more." He whimpers, turning away in sorrow.

"Oh, you'll go all right! By all your heathen gods, you'll trot your little brown ass down the beach that way." I point south, for we have landed in a shallow cove and cannot see very far along the shore. "And then you'll come back and report to me what's there on the other side of that outcropping." I struggle to my feet and aim a halfhearted kick at his retreating backside. "That's where you'll go!"

As I watch him run off, intent on his mission, I sink back down and sit with my head between my knees as I wail out my misery.

Damn, damn, damn, son of a bitch, damn! Oh, Lord, I don' wanna be here, cast away yet again! I want my ship. I want my friends ... sniff ... I jus' wanna ... wanna go back to Boston! I just wanna go back to Amy and Randall and to the Pig and the Lawson Peabody and I'll never leave. No, I never, ever will. I swear it ... sniff. If Jaimy finds out I'm still alive and he still wants me, he can come to Boston to get me, 'cause I ain't goin to London ever again, no I ain't ... sniff ... But I know he won't be comin' for me, oh no, 'cause he's gotta think me dead, 'cause who could survive a storm like that, cast away on the roaring sea? Nobody, that's who. He'd be crazy to think otherwise ... sniff ... and though I know he'll be sad and melancholy for a while—poor Jaimy—I know, too, that he'll soon lift his head and cast his gaze about for someone to ease his pain. I know that for sure because I would do the same thing. Grief over a lost love is intense, but it only lasts so long. I wish you well, Jaimy, I really do. People always say in a case like this that life goes on ... and it does ... for those who are living ... sniff. No matter what happens to you in the way of loss and grief, you still get hungry, and right now, I'm getting hungry ... and thirsty ... and damn, damn, son of a bitch, damn!

 


 Yesterday, in the midst of the great typhoon, when Ravi and I both went over the side of the Lorelei Lee and into the angry, roiling sea, I managed to fall clear of the sinking tangle of rigging that had dragged us over the side. I bobbed up on the crest of a towering wave, and I had just enough light in the murkiness to see Ravi's head break the surface next to me. I lunged out and grasped him to me.

"Ahoy! Lads!" I had screamed into the howling storm. "I'm here! Here, lads! Help us!"

But the last sight I had of the Lorelei Lee was her broad stern yawing away from us, and all I got for that vain cry in the maelstrom was a choking mouthful of seawater. Another monster wave heaved up and the Lee—my ship, my love, and my last hope—was gone.

I sputtered and kicked and tried to stay up, but... I can't, I can't...

All right, Lord, take me, I prayed as I sank down into the water with Ravi wrapped around me. I have had enough. I commend my body to the sea and my soul to thee...

But then, just as I was about to suck in my final, fatal gulp of the salt, my foot struck something rough, something moving, something that felt ... alive?


 A shark? A whale...? Oh, please, Lord, not that! Please let me be swallowed by your mighty sea and not by one of your fearsome beasts. Please, no!

But it was not a hungry, toothy mouth that brushed my leg, no. It was the rough rake of thick canvas and hard wood that propeled me and my young boy back to the surface. It was the once damned and now blessed mizzenmast. The spanker sail had trapped just enough air in its soggy billow to float and lift the entangled mast back up to the surface. The top of the mast thrust into the air and then fell to the side, the ballooning spanker hissing wetly next to it.

"Ravi!" I cried, gasping in the sweet air. "Here! Get up on the mast! Straddle it now!"

I grabbed the half-drowned boy by his loincloth to hoist him up, and then I clambered aboard myself, wrapping my legs around the wildly plunging mast and hanging on for dear life itself.

The raging sea continued to fling us about all night long, till I lost all sense of time and space. All I knew to do was to hang on and that is what I did. I dimly sensed that Ravi was doing the same, but I could no longer care. My rational mind, which had long since fled, would have known that the wood of this mast, though seasoned, would soon become waterlogged and, feeling the pull of the iron rigging, would slowly sink, taking Ravi and me with it. But, trailing the rigging below it like the tentacles of a gigantic jellyfish, the mast stayed mercifully afloat, helped by what air was still trapped in the sail. It floated long enough, thanks be to God, till bright morning found us aground on this desolate beach.

I had stumbled off the mast and crawled up the beach, and then, exhausted, flung myself face-down on the lovely warm sand and let blessed sleep take me away.

 


 I rouse myself as Ravi comes pounding back up the beach to report on his scouting trip.

"Nothing there, Memsahib," he pants. "Only more beach and jungle." He glances, I think a bit uneasily, to the thick wall of forest that lies dark and somewhat foreboding off to our right. "What will we do, Memsahib?"

"Do?" I sigh, getting to my feet once again. "What we are going to do is march north till I find some sort of civilization in this godforsaken-heathen part of the world, and then we are going to make our way across goddamned Asia and goddamned Africa and the goddamned Atlantic Ocean and back to Boston, and I swear I will never, ever leave that part of the world, not for blood nor money!"

"I am sorry for getting dear Memsahib in pickle," he murmurs, head down.

Then, with a heavy sigh, I let all the resentment flow out of me. I am still alive, sucking air, and so is my dear little Ravi.

I relent and reach out to ruffle his hair. "Come on, you little heathen, let us get on with things. I'm sorry I yelled at you. Now let's get on with it."

My shirt is full of itchy sand and my pants are full of ... what...? Sand fleas? Yuck! I pull both off and wade into the water to rinse both myself and my meager garments free of the grit and the bugs.

"Tsk!" says Ravi. "Such immodesties."

"I should think you'd be used to my ways by now," I retort, sinking beneath the now gentle surf and scrubbing off the sand. "I suspect you've probably got sand in your drawers, too, so get in here and rinse off."

 "I have already cleansed myself in the holy waters of Mother Ocean."

"Well, good, as we've got some walking to do."

 


As I have done in similar circumstances in the past, I take an inventory of what I have and what I do not have.

What I have:

Self, body battered and bruised but still whole, and grateful for that;

Loose white shirt and cotton duck trousers, all warming and drying under the sun;

One fallen foremast from Lorelei Lee—useless now, but which did serve admirably as a raft;

Much tangled rope—possibly useful;

Large sodden sheet of canvas sail—also useful;

One sharp knife—my shiv, as it were, the one I had taken from Rooster Charlie on the day he died and which has been at my side ever since.

And ... one very tiny Indian boy.

What I do not have:

I do not have hat, shoes, food, nor money. No, I did not wear my money belt when I was on the Lee. Why should I, as I was among friends? Why not, indeed, I think ruefully. No shoes is no problem, but no hat? How I shall hide my hair, I don't know, for I am sure to be the sole bearer of sandy blond locks within a radius of a thousand miles or more.

Further thought is required...



***

 "All right, lad," I say, drawing out my shiv. "Let's do this." I wade up to the sail that lies quiet in the surf and begin a long cut in the fabric close to the spar to which it is attached.

"What is Memsahib doing?" asks Ravi.

"Well, I am going to cut out a piece about six foot by eight. With the rope that I'm also going to cut off, we'll make a tent to shelter us when we go to sleep at night back there in the woods."

He looks dubious at this but says nothing.

"And then I shall cut some smaller strips as I must fashion some sort of cap to hide my hair."

"Missy not have much hair, at least not on head..."

"Right. And what I do have is the wrong color, and I won't want to stand out."

"Ummm..."

I cut off some lengths of line and coil them into a loop. I also shear off some more canvas to use as blankets or ground covers, plus a bit more to use for whatever. I also sever a medium-sized iron turnbuckle and add it to our pile—it could come in handy should we need a club. When we leave here, we will not be able to come back and salvage any more from the mizzenmast.

This being done, I spread all out on the beach to dry. After an hour or so, I pull on my salty-stiff pants and shirt and roll up the canvas.

Using the rope, I fashion two backpacks and make us ready to go.

"All right, let us head north and see what awaits us there."

"Uh ... Missy Memsahib," says Ravi, as I adjust the pack on his back.


 "Yes?"

"We will sleep in jungle?"

"Yes. Why not? Where else?"

"Ummm ... is all right ... if Missy have good karma."

"Why would I need that?"

He looks again at the wall of jungle. "For there do tigers live."

Tigers?


 Chapter 5

"Come on, Ravi, how can tigers be such a danger? Here? How can they sneak up on us? This is 1807, after all. Modern times."

We have been walking northward along the shore. There have been no signs of habitation as yet.

"Tiger do not know that, Memsahib. Many, many poor people in my country are eaten by tigers every year. Much horribles."

"Hmmm. Can these beasts swim?" I ask, looking toward the ocean. "Would a tiger chase you into the water? Cats don't usually like to get wet, you know."

"Little kitties, yes, but big tigers not seem to mind," says Ravi. "Many stories of them swimming in rivers to capture luckless peoples."

"Do you think one of them would chase us into the ocean?"

"Depends on how hungry tiger is. They very often hungry."



Hmmm ... I can appreciate that, being rather hungry myself ... and thirsty, which is much more worrying. We can live a long time without food, but not without fresh water—three days tops, if that.

 We come to a large open flat area of beach, and I am gratified to see beneath my feet little round holes marking the presence of some lovely clams.

"Let us stop and refresh ourselves. Drop your pack and start digging here. Use your hands, as the mud is quite soft."

"Dig for what, Memsahib?"

"Clams. Something to eat. You'll see. Just follow those holes down and you'll find clams at the bottom. Roundish things, city boy, like rocks, but different. You'll see. Pile 'em up, and I'll be right back to open 'em and we shall eat ... and, hopefully, drink."

The lad looks rather dubious, but he kneels down and bends to his task, clawing away at the muddy sand. I, on the other hand, shed my pack and head for the edge of the jungle, where I have spied a few palm trees bearing heavy bunches of coconuts and, possibly, a source of fresh water for us.

The trees are very long and very high, with no low branches on which to climb, so I whip out my shiv and cut about a six-foot length of line from my copious coils of rope and knot the ends together to form a loop around the base of the palm. Placing myself in the loop, I begin to walk up the slope of the tree, feet on trunk, and rope around my waist—two steps with my bare feet clutching the rough bark, and then move the rope up a few inches, settle back, and then do it again, inch by inch, till I reach the cluster of nuts at the top. When there, I take a moment to look out over the sea.

Stop that, girl. Ain't no one comin' to look for you this time.

Shaking such idle thoughts out of my head, I take my shiv and begin cutting the nuts off their very tough stems. One falls, then another. There are lizards all over the place up here, but they seem harmless. Hope so, anyway. When six nuts have hit the ground, I go back down.

 Ravi stands there.

"Missy Memsahib is very good at many things," he says, looking at the fallen nuts.

"Well, I have been around," I say by way of explanation as I hit the ground. "Here, let's see how you've done at the clamming."

He has been doing quite well, it seems. A pile of the creatures is heaped upon the sand, squirting out their juices in their clammy way.

"Here, Ravi, sit, and let us eat." I sink down and sit cross-legged and reach for the big clam that lies on top of the pile.

I slip the blade of my shiv into the shell and pull it around the edge, making the resident therein give up the fight, as well as the ghost, I suppose. I scrape along the bottom, and then the top of the shell, and lift up the whole thing to let its contents slide into my open mouth.

Ravi looks on aghast.

I chew lightly on the clam, but hard enough to rip open its fat belly and taste the sea, and then let it slip down my throat. Not bad—not as good as the oysters we used to get back in Boston, but, hey—not bad at all.

I open up the next clam.

"Here, Ravi. Your turn."

He blanches and his dusky face turns several shades paler than usual. He gulps, then says, "Eating living thing, Missy, not good."

"They are not living, you little fool, not since I cut them open."


 He is not convinced.

"That unfortunate creature there is wiggling," he says, pointing at a still-moving part of the clam I hold out to him.

"There," I say, stabbing at the throbbing part with the point of my shiv till it stops its quivering. "Satisfied? Now eat it. You cannot be of use to me if you are half-starved. So do your duty. Remember, I am the President of Faber Shipping Worldwide and you are but a mere lowly employee, Seaman No-class Ravi."

"I am not a slave? I thought I was slave to you."

"No, you are not. I am completely against slavery in all its forms. However, I am ordering you to eat that clam, because I am bigger than you."

"As you wish, Memsahib. Ravi will risk his karma for you," he mumbles, tipping the clam shell up and his head back in imitation of me. He manages to get the clam down his throat without gagging.

"Um. Not too bad, Missy. Very slimy. Very salty."

"Yes, I know. We shall have some sweet water next, but here, have another."

He gets another one down and says, "Maybe now Ravi will come back as tiny clam in next life for eating of these poor creatures."

"Well, I am sure you would come back as a very pretty little clam, Ravi—lovely blue stripes on your shell and all. There are worse things, you know—you could come back as a British seaman."

He nods and we continue eating. Soon there is a pile of glistening empty shells. There are, however, a good number of uneaten clams, and those I wrap up in a small square of canvas for later eating, should we not find more on our trek north. I put a bit of soggy seaweed in with them and soak the whole thing down with seawater; they should keep. I shove them into Ravi's pack.

 Then I turn to the coconuts. I sit down and take one of the green nuts into my lap. With my shiv, I begin hacking away at the husk at the top of the nut. It takes a while, but soon enough I've exposed one of the eyes of the hard inner shell. I poke in that soft eye with the point of my shiv and then lift the coconut up over Ravi's wondering head.

"Open up," I order. He does as I tip the nut and a stream of coconut milk comes pouring out of the punctured eye and into his open mouth.

He swallows and then gulps again. Doesn't take the picky little heathen long to appreciate that fine draft.

"Oh, Missy, that is so good!" he says, as the milk goes down his throat and the excess spills over his cheeks.

I then direct the stream into my own mouth.

Ummmm ... yes, that is so, so good.

After we have gorged on the milk of three coconuts, we sling our packs onto our backs and continue our trek north. We could've set up a permanent camp back where we washed ashore, but ain't nobody gonna be comin' to look for us. In the eyes of those onboard my fleet, we are surely dead, so we must push north and trek onward. Which is what we do.

As we walk, a tune comes to my head, "The Rocky Road to Dublin," and I sing it out.

In the merry month of June from me home I started,

Left the girls of Kerry so sad and brokenhearted,

Saluted father dear, kissed me darling mother,

Drank a pint of beer, me grief and tears to smother,


Then off to reap the corn, leave where I was born,

And fright'ning all the dogs ...

On the rocky road to Dublin!

 One, two, three, four, five,

Hunt the hare and turn her

Down the rocky road

And all the ways to Dublin,

Whack-fol-lol-de-rah!


"Is nice song, Memsahib," says Ravi. "Though I do not understand meaning."

Thus encouraged, I continue.

In Donegal that night I rested limbs so weary,

Started by daylight next morning light and early.

Took a drop of the pure, to keep me heart from sinking,

That's an Irishman's cure

Whenever he's on to drinkin'.

One, two, three, four, five,

Hunt the hare and turn her

Down the rocky road

And all the ways to Dublin,

Whack-fol-lol-de-rah.


There is something about that tune that seems to fit in this foreign land. I don't know why, but it does. Sure wish I had my pennywhistle to try it out. We shall see ... Maybe I'll find one out here, who knows.


 I finish the last verse and feel Ravi bumping up next to me, so I put my arm on his shoulder.

"Are you happy, Ravi?" I ask.

"Yes, Missy. I am walking next to Missy Memsahib and she sings nice song. My belly is full of awful clam, but my tummy is silent. My karma is good. Yes. Sun shines and Ravi is happy at this moment."

"You have a good outlook on life, my lad," I say, smiling down upon him. "Others could learn from your example."

I hold my face up to the sun and think on this.

Yes ... others like ... Amy Trevelyne, my dear friend and most melancholy of girls. Yes, you shall soon hear of my demise. Will you be able to look upon the shining of the sun and other delightful things of this world, or will you fall fatally into gloom? Oh, I hope not, for I am not worthy of your grief, but I despair of that. Maybe the news will be long in coming to you. Maybe Ezra Pickering will be there to help you. I hope so...

"Look, Memsahib," says Ravi, pointing. We have just rounded yet another point and can see far along the shore to the north. "There is village up there!"

Sure enough, way off in the mist we can see some huts and boats pulled up on the beach.

I look at the sun, which is quickly setting, and say, "Right, Ravi, we shall go there tomorrow. Tonight we shall sleep here. Let us pitch camp. Right back there in the woods. There seems to be a bit of a clearing."

I stride in and pull my pack from my back. I open it and take out the large square of canvas and spread it out.

"What means Memsahib to do?" asks Ravi, his eyes a bit wide and looking fearfully about.


 "Why, I'm going to set up our tent right here," I reply. "See, I'll string this rope from this tree to that tree, throw the canvas over it, and then cut some wooden stakes to hold down the corners. We will sleep very snug underneath it, and then tomorrow, we will go to that town to see what we shall see."

"Uh ... would Memsahib mind too much if Ravi leave her side and sleep up in tree tonight?"

"Why, whatever for?"

Just then, from deep in the darkening jungle, comes this low rumble of a roar, which sends shivers up my spine, and I am suddenly a very small and frightened woodland creature.

"That is why, Missy," says Ravi, beginning to climb.

I am right behind him.

When we get to a good strong crotch in the tree, I look back down but see nothing.

"Can they climb trees?" I ask, my voice shaking. There was something in that growl that transported me from my modern state and shoved me cowering back to prehistoric times and into some dank, dark cave.

"Not far up," says Ravi. "They are too big. But they might try."

I take the canvas that would have been my tent, tie knots into each end, and attach ropes to them. Then I fasten those lines to strong branches and secure them as best I can, making a crude hammock.

"Get in here with me, Ravi, and let us hope for the best," I say, slipping into the fold of canvas.

He crawls in beside me and I hold him to me.

RRRRRROOOOWLLLLLLL.


 The beast is right below us, circling about the base of the tree. Another low roar and the tree shakes and we know the tiger is trying the tree.

Ravi's arms tighten around me, and mine around him.

Oh, how I hope my knots are tight and strong and we live through this night!




End of sample
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