The Mariner's Bride

by
Bronwn WIIians

Bronwn WIllians is the pen-nane used by two sisters,
Di xi e Browni ng
and Mary WI i ans.

D xie Browning had witten over forty contenporary
romances for

Si | houette Books before joining her sister to wite their
first

hi storical .

A former painter and art teacher, currently co-owner of a
craft shop in

Frisco village on Hatteras Island, D xie divides her tine
bet ween her

home in Wnston-Salem and North Carolina's Quter Banks.

Mary Wllianms is married to an officer in the Coast CGuard
and has |ived

i n such diverse places as Hawaii, Cklahoma, Connecti cut,
Virginia and

New Jer sey.

The nother of three grown children, she now lives on
Hatteras |sl and,
where both sisters grew up.

THE MARI NER S BRI DE

Bronwn WIIians

MLLS &BOON

To our cousins, the many descendants of John Burrus, born
i n January 6,

1738, and his wife, Margaret.

DI D YOU PURCHASE THI S BOOK W THOUT A COVER? | f you did,

you shoul d be
aware it is stolen property as it was reported unsold and



destroyed by
a retailer.

Nei t her the author nor the publisher has received any
paynent for this
book.

Al the characters in this book have no existence outside
t he

I magi nati on of the author, and have no rel ati on what soever
to anyone

beari ng the sane nane or nanes.

They are not even distantly inspired by any i ndividual
known or unknown
to the author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

Al'l Rights Reserved including the right of reproduction in
whole or in
part in any form

This edition is published by arrangenent wi th Harl equin
Enterprises H
B.

The text of this publication or any part thereof nmay not
be reproduced

or transmtted in any formor by any neans, electronic or
mechani cal

I ncl udi ng phot ocopyi ng, recording, storage in an

I nformation retrieval

system or otherw se, without the witten perm ssion of

t he

publ i sher.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall
not, by way of

trade or otherw se, be lent, resold, hired out or

ot herwi se circul ated

W t hout the prior consent of the publisher in any form of
bi ndi ng or

cover other than that in which it is published and w thout
a simlar

condition including this condition being inposed on the



subsequent
pur chaser.

MLLS & BOON and M LLS & BOON with the Rose Device are
regi st ered
trademar ks of the publisher.

First published in Geat Britain 1999 Harlequin MIls &
Boon Limted,
Et on House, 18-24 Paradi se Road, Richnond, Surrey TW 1SR

© Dixie Browning & Mary Wllianms 1991

| SBN 0 263 81660 5 Set in Tinmes Roman 10 on 115 pt.
04- 9905-91060-C

Printed and bound in Geat Britain by Cal edoni an

I nt ernati onal Book

Manuf acturing Ltd, G asgow

Chapter One

1882, Beaufort, North Carolina The Reverend Josi ah
Dunwoody sat in his

study and thoughtfully nursed the single glass of port he
al | oned

hi rsel f each ni ght.

A mnister's life was truly not his own.
Al ways there were problens to solve.
At the nonent, there was the letter from young Rogan.

Capt ai n Rogan Rawson, Josiah rem nded hinmself with a
nostalgic smle.

Hadn't he watched the |lad grow from a rawboned,
hot -t enpered stripling
into the fine young nman he was today?

Rogan was not an official nmenber of Josiah's flock, for
t he boy had

spent his entire life, when he wasn't at sea, on the
Nort hern Carolina



Banks.

But Rogan's father, Captain Ednund Rawson, had been

Josi ah' s dear est

friend back in the days when a green young preacher had
pai d his dues

by agreeing to sail fromisland to island along the Quter
Banks

carrying the word of the Lord to the scattered famlies

t hat had

settled there.

Ednund Rawson had been a coaster, one of a nunber of nen
maki ng t he

coastal run, hauling passengers and freight from

Charl eston and points

south all the way up to Boston, with regular stops al ong
t he way.

The two nmen, one city bred, sem nary educated and barely
into his

twenties, the other a ragged, self-taught seanman of sone
thirty-odd

years, had struck up an unlikely friendship that had
endur ed through

the years, even after Josiah had been given a | and-based
chur ch,

| eaving the circuit sailing to younger nen.

He had known about Edmund's first w fe, Sarah, although
she had di ed
shortly before Josiah had cone east.

He had known that with a five-year-old son to raise and a
career that

took himconstantly away from honme, Ednund had had no
choi ce but to

remarry or |ose his son.

It had been on his regular run to Beaufort, between

of fl oading a cargo

of ice and machi nery and taki ng aboard anot her cargo of
rice, corn and

i ndigo for the northward run, that Ednund had contracted



to marry

Henrietta Beshears, a wonan of few neans, indeterm nate
age, but

undeni ably fine character.

Three days after marrying her, he had left her at his hone
on Hatteras

I sl and, leaving in her care his horse, his house, his
five-year-old

son, Rogan, and ten dollars to see themall through the
rest of the

sunmer .

Now it was Rogan who bore the burden of caring for the
wonan who had
| ooked after himall those years.

According to his letter, that burden had becone
I ncreasingly difficult
I n recent nonths.

Nei ghbors woul d have hel ped, but knowi ng the | ad, Josiah
suspect ed he
hadn't asked.

Too much pri de.

Even as a boy he had taken his duties seriously, neither
asking for
hel p nor offering excuses.

Now he had witten asking if Josiah knew of soneone
capabl e of dealing

with an elderly woman who could outwit the devil hinself,
yet | acked

the judgnment of a child.

Li ghting his pipe, Josiah allowed the snoke to curl its
fragrance
around his ruddy face.

A few ashes drifted across his paunch, and he ignored
them staring at
the hal f-conposed |letter before him



He had already put off witing far too |ong.
My Dear Rogan: | have in hand yrs.

of Md-June, and was glad to hear that you are faring
wel | .

It grieves nme sonme to learn that Mss Hetty is no | onger
hal e and
har dy.

| well renenber the day when your father cane to ne in
search of a
wonan to take on the care of his five-year-old son

| was glad to be able to recomend Hetty Beshears, for
she'd been | eft

In sad situation by the War, her hone havi ng been taken
from her and

all her menfol k kill ed.

It spoke well of Edmund that

he was willing to marry her, for she was but a young woman
at the
tinme.

| could not in all good conscience send her off with any
man w t hout
the protection of marriage.

Meanwhil e, | am pleased to be able to report that the
worman | have in

mnd to | ook after Mss Hetty is sone years ol der, being I
suspect in

her mddle forties.

She is a wi dow of good character, stout constitution, and
quite a
tol erabl e cook, I'mgiven to understand.

| have made arrangenents to see her tonorrow to discuss A
timd sound



at the door caused himto gl ance up.

Hi s spinster sister was standing at the entrance to the
room

"Josiah, I"'msorry to interrupt, but Kathleen Stevens is
here and says

she has to see you. The poor child is sonme w ought up.

of fered her

tea, but | don't think she could swallow a drop, the shape
she's in

ri ght now," Sighing, Josiah laid the letter aside.

A nonent |ater, as his sister ushered a young woman into
hi s preSence,

he stood, scattering ashes onto the carpet, and funbled to
button his

vest .

Josi ah Dunwoody knew little about wonen, and still |ess
about fashi on,

but even he knew that the rusty bl ack bonbazi ne gown the
poor child was

wearing didn't do a blessed thing for her |ooks, nor did
the fl apping

bl ack bonnet trimred with the | opsi ded dove.

On her older sister, Alice, whose plunp blond beauty had
once drawn nen

the way a sugar bow draws flies, the sane outfit m ght
have | ooked

quite fetching.

It made Kat hl een, who was pale, thin and freckl ed, her
great gray eyes

| arge and her hands red and rough from housework, | ook
nore drawn t han

ever.

But it was not the gown that held Josiah's attention, nor
even that

pat heti c dove.

It was the anguish in those gray eyes.



"What's gone wong, child? Is it Alice? One of the
chi | dren?"

Kat hl een nmade a valiant effort to pull herself together.

She was beyond enbarrassnent, even though her trunk was

| yi ng besi de

the road in front of the parsonage where Mdirton's delivery
cart had

dunped it out.

She cleared her throat and drew in a deep breath, visibly
braci ng
herself for what had to be done.

Loui sa Dunwoody poked her gray head through the door and
said, "There's
a trunk out by the road. Is that yours, child?"

Nunb with shanme, Kathleen could only nod.

Al'ice had cone in when she was hal fway done with her
packi ng and

rel ented enough to tell her she could stay on until
nor ni ng, but by

that tinme, Kathleen had wanted only to escape.

Too disheartened to try once nore to explain that things
weren't the

way they seened, she had silently finished her packing,
all the while

fendi ng off questions fromCaleb and the twins, until
Morton's delivery

wagon had cone for her trunk.

Loui sa hovered in the doorway, winging her hands.
"Are you sure you wouldn't like a nice cup of hot tea?
You | ook all

done in, | declare you do."

In the face of such kindness, Kathieen felt her chin
wobbl e a bit.



She hadn't cried when it had happened.
She hadn't cried in years.

Tears never solved a blessed thing, they only left her
with a red nose
and a soggy handkerchi ef.

“No. Thank you very nmuch, M ss Dunwoody. Perhaps |ater?"

Loui sa went away nmunbling to herself about injustices and
| ooks bei ng

only skin-deep and | adi es being nore than fine feathers,
whi ch m ght

have been a bit nuddi ed, but then so was Louisa, as a

rul e.

Josi ah wai ted, knowi ng she would get to it in her own
time.

Meanwhi | e, his thoughts ranbl ed.

The girl was too thin by half, but then, she'd al ways been
nore spunk
and spirit than flesh and bone.

Took after her father's folks, nore' s the pity.

She'd still been playing with dolls when her parents had
been dr owned
in that awful accident back in '69.

Her nother' s people, the Chadw cks, had taken in the
ol der si ster,
Alice, leaving Kathleen to go to old Maggi e Stevens.

Josi ah har nmphed hi s di sapproval .

The Chadwi cks coul d easily have afforded to take both
girls, but Alice

had been the pretty one, show ng prom se of the beauty she
woul d soon

becone, while poor little Kathleen, a scrawny stick of a



child, all

ears, straight brown hair and big wstful eyes, had been
her father's

child through and through.

O d Maggi e Stevens, the girls' paternal grandnother, had
lived at
Pelletier's MIIs.

Josi ah had | ost track of Kathleen for the next few years.

Not until later did he learn that the old woman had taken
si ck soon

after Kathleen had gone to |live with her and, though stil
a child,

Kat hl een had | ooked after her grandnother until the end.

After that, she'd cone back to Beaufort to live with her
si ster.

Alice was married by that tinme to Mdirton Kingsley.

It had been considered the match of the season, the
beauti ful Chadw ck

ward and the handsone son of old judge Urias Hunphlette
Ki ngsl ey, who

had died drunk as a lord in the arns of his m stress, but
whose not her

had been a Davis, after all.

Everyone had said how kind it was of Alice, and her
expecting a baby
nost any tinme, to take in her poor little sister.

The Kingsleys weren't precisely rich.
Confortable, of course.

Even wel |l -of f, what with Morton's hardware store havi ng

j ust branched

out into the chandiery business with a new |line of bronze,
brass and

gal vani zed fittings.



They could easily afford to pay for help.

Morton had hired one girl after another, all buxom and
fresh fromthe

country, to help with the | arge house and t he baby, but
for reasons

Josi ah was only now begi nning to understand, none of the
girls ever

| asted nore than a few weeks.

Thus it was that when Alice found herself in the famly
way again, only

three nonths after baby Cal eb was born, the burden of

| ooki ng after the

Ki ngsl eys had | anded square on Kathleen's fragile young
shoul ders.

For the next few years she had served as unpaid nurse,
housekeeper and

mai d, while Alice produced a Set of twns and a baby girl
to go with

young Cal eb.

Meanwhil e, it was comon gossip that Morton was carrying
on with his
w fe's best friend, the Wdow Rhodes.

"I reckon you're wondering why |'ve cone,"” Kathleen said
finally, and

Josiah reined in his ranbling thoughts.

"The truth is, |I've nowhere else to go."

Josi ah waited patiently.

The child was obviously struggling to conpose hersel f.
Her chin had a tendency to quiver, but her shadowed eyes
nmet his with a

directness he'd conme to expect from her.

"Nowhere to go?" he pronpted when she seened to have

forgotten what
she'd been about to say.



Strange, he nused.

She nmust be nearly eighteen by now, yet he always saw her
as a child.

The sanme child he'd caught in his nmulberry trees when she
was no bigger
t han a grasshopper.

He had | ectured her on the sin of stealing, then given her
the freedom
of his trees.

He had tried--just how successfully, he had never quite
known--to

explain death to her after her parents had drowned, and
had conme to her

def ense when she'd stolen a neighbor's skiff and set out
to sea all

al one to find heaven, where her parents had gone to |ive.

"I"d never do that. Morton said | did, but I didn't."
Drat his ranbling m nd!

What had she sai d?

“I"'msure you didn't, child,"” he assured her, wondering
what she'd been

accused of but not wanting to ask her to repeat herself.
"But Alice believed him and Patrice did, too. Dd | tell
you she was

there when it happened?”

Mor t on.

If that man had laid a hand on this child---"You say that
Morton. ..

?" he began, hoping to lead her into a fuller disclosure.

Her eyes slid away fromhis, and he had his answer.



Choki ng back his wath, Josiah made hinself ask the
guestion that had
to be asked.

"Did that wetch dare to lay a hand on you, child?"

"He...he--" She broke off, her face splotched wth color.
"That is, I'"'mmndful of the fact that he took ne in when
|'d nowhere

else to go, and--" "And you've repaid hima hundred tines

over."
Josi ah clenched the stem of his pipe between his teeth.

"You see, | wasn't expecting him Caleb was up the street
pl aying with

the Guthrie boy, and the twns were asleep, and Alice had
t aken the

baby over to visit with Patrice. They were pl anning
Alice's birthday

party."

"Did Morton know she'd be gone?”

"l suppose so. Yes, she told himat breakfast."

"And he canme hone and found you there al one?"

"l was out in the backyard, picking figs. Sonetines | |
sing to nyself

when |'m working. That's probably why | didn't hear him
when he cane

up behind ne."

"What did he do? Did he ah, greet you?"

"Not in words."

Her voice sounded extrenely small in the stuffy little
room

"He he cane up behind ne and put his arns around ne, and |



think I nust

have cried out. | was so startled, | dropped the basket,
and when |

tried to see who it was, he he laughed. Then |I knew, of
course, and |

well, I"'mafraid | kicked him"

"Good, good, an entirely appropriate reaction, |'d say.
Go on, child,

get it out of your system and then |I'll have Louisa fix

us a pot of
strong tea and bring in sonme of her pecan pie."

Kat hl een drew i n anot her deep, shuddering breath.

She seened to have got a grip on her enotions now, for her
voi ce was

steadi er as she told how she had denanded to be rel eased,
and Morton

had | aughed and turned her around in his arns and tried to
ki ss her.

"Had he ever done anything |ike this before?"
"Not - -exactly. Sonetinmes he bunped into ne, on-touched
me. On the

shoul der or the arm Once on the..."

She | ooked away, and a nonent |ater, she continued.
"He used to conme to ny bedroomlate at night."

Josi ah tugged at his high collar.

Heavenly Father, he didn't want to hear this!

"1 always pretended to be asleep, and after awhile, he
woul d go away.

| was petrified, hearing himbreathing, know ng he was
there. If he'd

tried to---to touch ne, | don't knowif I could even have
screaned. It

was |ike a nightmare. | couldn't cry out, and | couldn't



wake up, and
he just stood there, and | could snell the col ogne he
al ways wore."

She shudder ed.
"Shh, it's over now, child, it's ended."

"Once---once he canme to the bathing roomwhen | was in the
bat ht ub,
cl ai mng he heard splashing and thought it was Cal eb."

"The unregenerate bounder! Wat did you do?"

"Pulled a whole shelf full of dry towels down on top of
me, and then
had themall to rinse and hang out again."

She managed a wintry smle, and Josiah felt his crusty old
hear t
expand.

“It's over now. You're here, and you don't have to go
back if you
don't want to. You're eighteen years old, after all."

“"Not quite. My birthday's the | ast of August, but Alice
won't have ne

back, at any rate. You see, while Mirton was trying
to--urn, he was

hol ding ne, and and |I'mafraid ny shirtwai st had cone

| oose when |'d

tried to reach up and push himaway, and ny hair had cone
down, too.

Morton kept trying to kiss me, and | had ny face pressed
agai nst his

chest so he couldn't, and Alice thought that I--that we.
and Patrice did, too.

| tried to explain, but they wouldn't |isten!

The Rhodes wonan!



She woul d have to be a w tness!
According to Louisa, she had the busiest tongue in town.

I f only soneone from her | ate husband's business concern
woul d cal | her

away to Baltinore before she had tine to ruin this poor
child's

reput ati on!

He woul d t hi nk of sonething.
Wth the Lord' s help, he would contrive sone sol ution.

"Well, we've done all we can do for the tine being, sO why
don't you go

out to the kitchen and tell Louisa to put on the kettle
while | go

fetch in your trunk?"

"I mean to find work tonorrow, you know," she told him
very
earnestly.

“I'"'mgood with children, and |I've had consi derabl e
experience in
| ooking after the sick and the elderly."

Josi ah had no doubt of that.

Bet ween her grandnother and Alice, who even in the best of
heal th coul d

be extrenely demandi ng, he had no doubt that the poor
child had had

nore than her share of experience.

"Well, | don't know about tonmorrow. | wouldn't expect a
mracle right
of f," he warned.

"Wonen's work's not easy to cone by in the best of tines,
and since the
war, there's been so many widows .... " Rising, he placed



his pipe in a
bowl of wax fruit on the table.

Kat hl een followed himinto the front hall.

"I can sew. | nmake all the children's things, and ny own.
" m count ed

aright fair cook, and | don't mnd turning ny hand to the
heavy worKk,

either. I'"'ma lot stronger than |I | ook, Reverend

Dun- woody. |' m never

i1l. My teeth are sound and I'm not given to headaches,
and--" "Child,

child, you don't have to tell nme all this."

He stood in the doorway, hoping to catch the slightest
br eeze.

"We'Il find sonmething, never you fear. Meanwhil e, Louisa
and I wll be
happy to have you stay on here as long as it suits you."

Josi ah wanted to gather her into his arns and tell her
everyt hing woul d
cone out right in the end.

Only he'd lived | ong enough to know that that didn't
al ways happen, no
matter how hard he prayed.

It was tall, thin Louisa, stern of face but soft of heart,
who showed
Kat hl een where she was to sl eep.

"I can't thank you enough," Kathleen began, only to be
shushed.

"There now, if |I can't do ny Christian duty by one of ny
br ot her's

fl ock, why then, | reckon |I've outlived ny useful ness.
Open the w ndow

If you've a mnd to, it's sone stuffy up here. Lordy, if
It don't rain

soon, there'll not be a thing worth pulling in the garden.



Gass is
al ready commencing to turn."

Josi ah asked bl essings on the fried mullet, grits and
t omat oes t he next
nmor ni ng.

Loui sa poured coffee fromthe graniteware pot, and
Kat hl een renoved t he
bi scuits fromthe oven and slid theminto a basket.

G aci ous Heavenly Father, Josiah thought in prayerful
irritation, how

could a supposedly civilized, enlightened society cast so
many of its

menbers out to fend for thensel ves?

And why were they always the weakest ones, the wonen and
chil dren?

They tal ked of inconsequential matters over breakfast,

t hen Josi ah

announced that he had a letter to finish witing before he
commenced on

Sunday' s sernon.

After that, he was expecting the wonan he had nentioned to
Rogan to
come for an interview

When he'd first spoken to her about the position, she
hadn't been al

that eager to relocate, but he was counting on changi ng
her m nd before

Rogan arri ved.

Wi ch coul d be nost any day now, he rem nded hinself as he
settled into
his favorite chair in the study.

As it happened, it was Kathl een who answered the door at
hal f past ten

to find a ragamuffin with a note clutched in his filthy
hand.



"Preacher hone?" the boy asked.

"Yes, he is. May | ask who's calling?”

The boy blinked twice and grinned, revealing a ragged row
of brown

t eet h.

"Ain't nobody calling so's | kin hear 'em Lady says was
| to give him

this letter, he'd gime a nickel."

About the sanme age as Cal eb, the boy rem nded Kathl een so
much of her

nephew it was all she could do not to drag himin the
house, scrub him

and hug himand ply himwi th mlk and nol asses cake.

| nstead, she said coolly, "I believe a penny would be
sufficient."

Unrepent ant at bei ng caught out, he shrugged.

"Maybe she said a penny. Gme it, an' |'lIl gi' ye this
letter."

"Wait right here."

A nonment |ater, she appeared with a penny and a | arge
slice of cake

wrapped in a scrap of kitchen cloth.

“Now, do we have a trade?"

"Yes'm"

Ch, ny nercy, he rem nded her so nmuch of Caleb, it hurt!
How was she ever going to .

get by wi thout seeing her babies?

Surely Alice couldn't nean to keep her from her own niece



and
nephews!

"Kat hl een, is that someone for me?"
Josi ah called fromthe study.

"Sir, it was a boy with a note. He said sone | ady asked
himto deliver
it."

She took it to him and when she started to | eave, he
waved her to a
chair while he scanned the few | i nes.

"I's there sonething wong?" she asked on seeing the
furrows appear
bet ween his bushy eyebrows.

"Hm® No, | suppose not.

Leastwi se nothing | can do anythi ng about now.

Kat hl een, |'ve been thinking, and | believe | know what it
IS you

need.

She sat on the edge of her chair, her spine ridiculously
strai ght.

"You do?"
"What you need, child, is a husband."
Kat hl een's wi de gray eyes w dened even nore.

"No, thank you. Thank you kindly, sir, but a husband is
preci sely what
| don't need."

"But a wonman al one--" Josi ah began.

Never having been married, he was not in a particularly
strong position



to defend the breed as a whol e.
Neverthel ess, he felt conpelled to try.

“Not all nen are cut fromthe sane bolt of cloth as your
sister's
husband, ny dear.™

“I"' msure you're right, but if it's all the same to you, |
intend to be

I ndependent. In these nodern tines, wonen can do al

ki nds of

I nteresting things to support thenselves. It's just a
mat t er of

finding the right position.”

Josi ah si ghed.

"In Atlanta, or Charleston, or New York or Chicago,
perhaps that's

tree, but |'"'mafraid that here in Beaufort, a woman's
opportunities are

fairly limted."

Then, taking in the set of her small, stubborn chin, he
said, "well,
prom se ne you'll give it sone thought, that's all | ask."

Kat hl een nodded, and havi ng prom sed, she set herself to
t hi nki ng about
it.

She thought of the only beau she had ever had.

Marshal Partridge had cone calling twice on a Sunday

af ternoon, and he

had offered to be her partner at the fourth of July
cakewal k, but when

the time had cone, two of the children had been sick, and
she' d kept

themall honme, knowing it was only a nmatter of tinme before
t he ot her

two succunbed.



Marry Marshal ?

He didn't frighten her the way Morton did, but she
couldn't abide the

scent of his hair pomade, and the way it nelted and
dri bbl ed down the

back of his neck on hot days.

"I thought about it," she told Josiah that evening at
supper.

"Marri age?

You'll consider it then?

Sitting painfully erect, she replied, "No, sir. | don't
bel i eve

marriage would suit ne, Reverend Dunwoody."

"But, child--" "Hush, Josiah, let the child be," Louisa
renonst r at ed.

"I never married, and I"'mstill here to tell the tale."
Josi ah si ghed.

Kat hl een stirred her she-crab soup and wondered where she
coul d go when
she |l eft the haven of the parsonage.

Loui sa nade up her mnd to get her brother alone and tel
himto quit
hi s meddl i ng.

It was plain as the nose on your face that the poor child
was scared to
deat h of nen.

The very last thing she'd be wanting to do was to junp
into bed with

sonme strange man just so's she could be assured of a roof
over her head

and food in her belly.



After supper, Josiah repaired to his study, as was his
habit, to enjoy
his gl ass of port.

He still had the letter to Rogan to finish, only now it
seened he woul d
have to begin his search all over again.

The good wi dow had al ready found a position that woul d not
require
rel ocating farther than Mrehead, across the bridge.

He read the letter he'd received nearly a nonth before, in
whi ch Rogan

had deenmed he 'would take it kindly if Josiah could have
sonmeone ready,

willing and able to sail with himon his northward

j our ney.

Hetty desperately needed a conpani on.
"Conpani on!'" he snorted.
The poor woman sounded as if she needed a keeper.

A woman whose mnd was slipping its nooring would require
soneone

strong and quick-witted, preferably soneone young enough
to stay one

step ahead of her.

Stroking his jaw, he drew noisily on his pipe as a smle
began to
kindle in his eyes.

What that young man needed, whether or not he was ready to
admt it,

was a stout young woman who woul d bear himhalf a dozen
sons and

daughters, not sone m ddl e-aged woman to act as nursenaid
to a sickly

ol d wonman.

Hetty woul dn't be around forever.



Once she was gone, Rogan woul d be conpl etely al one.
And that, as Josiah well knew, was a sad fate for any man.

Oh, he had Louisa nowto |look after him and a finer
sister no man
coul d ask.

But he'd often wondered what it would have been like to
have marri ed.

There were things a man could share with a wife that he
coul d never

share with a sister, especially not with a sister who had
never married

hersel f.

Besides that, a lusty young nan had certain needs, and if
he were any
j udge, Rogan was a lusty young nman in every respect.

Kat hl een, on the other hand, was a conpl ete innocent,
despite her
recent unpl easant ness.

After what had happened, a nan woul d have to go easy
there, but in
time, the rewards mght be well worth the wait.

Josi ah nodded slowy, his eyes closing in a satisfied
smle.

Ile was a mnister, not a matchnaker, he rem nded hi nsel f.

On the other hand, when two nenbers of his flock were in
desperate need

and cane to himfor help, and when a solution to both

t heir probl ens

presented itself in one neat and tidy package, who was he
to qui bbl e?

"My dear," Josiah announced the next norning at breakfast,
"I'"ve been



gi vi ng your situation considerable thought, and | believe
|'ve come up
wWith just the solution. Pass the salt pork, Sister.”

"You' ve found ne a position? Wiere? Are there

children?"" " Now, now

finish your breakfast and we'll go into ny study and |'1]I
tell you

about it.

Loui sa gave hima stern | ook.

"When did you have this blinding revelation, if | my ask?
You' ve had

enough of that pork, Josiah, |'ve already noved the
buttons on your
vest as far as they'll go."

The norni ng neal ended qui ckly, and Kathl een asked if she
m ght be
excused for a nonent before washing the dishes.

“You run on, girl. You already scrubbed the pots and
pans. I'll be

done in two shakes with the rest. Run on, now, hear what
t hat brot her

of mne has to say."

Josiah was filling his pipe when Kathleen joined him and
he waved her
to a chair.

“"Now " he jamred the stem between his teeth and |lit the

t hi ng, and

Kat hl een waited, her short nails biting into the pal ns of
her hands.

"I know you said you weren't |ooking for a husband, child,
but there's

times when a situation cones along that--" "Please, you
re not asking

me to--to marry sonme nman, are you?"

"Not right off, and not in the way you' rethinking. Let



me tell you

about a problem|'ve been asked to solve for the son of an
old

friend."

He gauged her wariness and knew he'd better make it
convi nci ng.

Carefully, he described the man he had sailed with al

t hose years ago,

and the wonan that man had nmarried to be a nother to his
not her | ess

son.

"So now that sanme young | ad has grown up, and the wonan
who | ooked

after himhas grown old and needs a conpanion. My friend

I s | ooking

for soneone willing to nove to the Quter Banks and live in
hi s house

whi | e-be' sat sea, soneone with the patience and experience
to | ook

after an ailing old woman. Soneone he can trust not to

run of f and

| eave her al one just because she gets cranky or

t roubl esone. Soneone

honest, capabl e, dependabl e and ki nd."

"And you think I mght be that woman?"

""" msure you would suit admrably, ny dear. You've had
experience

with the elderly before, and after these | ast few years of
keepi ng up

Wi th your sister's children, | believe you could take on
one ol d woman

easily enough.”

"Yes, but--you said sonething about marriage?”
"Hmm vyes, | did, didn't 1? Wll, let's forget that for

the tinme
bei ng.



For all | know, Rogan m ght have already found soneone,
and we'll have
to start all over again on you.

"Ch, ny nmercy, | hope not," Kathleen nurnured, and Josi ah
settl ed

hi nsel f deeper in his chair, his smle hidden behind the
hand t hat

cupped hi s pipe.

"Have anot her glass of that port, boy," the reverend
urged. "Louisa

won't allow me nore'n one in the evening, but that don't
mean you have

to go thirsty. \Were were we? Ch, yes, | believe | was
telling you

that the wi dows hereabouts are all taken. There was one |
t hought

surely would do, but bless ne if she didn't up and take
anot her

position over across the bridge. Had two nore in mnd,
but one's

sickly, and one's not but a year or two younger than
Hetty. No, son,

what you need i s soneone younger, soneone you can | eave
behi nd w t hout

worrying that she'll sicken on you, or up and go back to
her own

peopl e.

Wnmen have this thing about famly, you know.

"Fine. Young, old, | don't care as |long as she's able,
decent and not
a nmean sort. Before |'d see Hetty mstreated, |'d instal

her aboard
the White Wtch."

Rogan frowned
"Al t hough cone to think of it, | seemto recollect Pa

telling me how
sick she was on the trip up the banks."



Josi ah drew on his pipe.
Rogan si pped his port w ne.

The two nmen were a nmarked contrast in | ooks, the one being
squat and

grizzled, the other tall, with a powerful build and the
farseei ng | ook

of a man who'd spent nost of his years at sea.

Rogan Rawson coul d not be called a handsone man, yet few
wonen coul d
resist turning for a second gl ance when he strode by.

There was sonet hing about the intensity of his dark eyes,
the strength

of his jutting jaw and the firmcut of his lips that nore
t han of f set

the fierce slash of his dark brows and the thrust of his

tw ce- br oken

nose.

He was not a handsone man, yet wonen had been known to
t ake one | ong
| ook at himand forget the vows of a lifetine.

To his credit, he had never msused this gift.

Hal f the tinme, he was not even aware of it, although when
it came to
wonen, the chase had | ong since ceased to be a chall enge.

He treated the decent ones with the deference they
deserved, gave the

not - so- decent ones what they wanted when it suited him and
avoi ded

those who had fallen so far as to be a threat to a man's
heal t h,

al t hough he was never unkind about it.

“"Now it just so happens that | do know of a woman who
m ght serve,”
Josi ah said.



"She's had experience with the elderly. Nursed her
gr andnot her unti |
the old | ady passed away, and then she went to, uh,
anot her position.

Chil dren, sickly nother, |large house to manage. Her
sister's famly,
actual ly.

Did a fine job of it, too.
"Then why is she | eavi ng?"

Carefully brushing a trail of ashes fromhis vest onto the
car pet,
Josi ah chose his words carefully.

"Hm§m now that's what you mght call a delicate situation,
m boy. "

"She steals? Lord knows | can't have that, Josiah. One
in the
famly's enough.™”

"No, no, that's not it at all. See, the thing is, she's
young. Not

what you m ght call pretty--plain, | guess you' d say.
Proper as a

pope- - not hi ng havey-cavey there. A mte prim but that's
to be

expected i n any decent young wonan. The thing is, when a
man begets so

many children on his wife that she's always big as a
house, and sickly

on top of that, sonetines what's right under his nose gets
to | ooking

pretty good to him"

“Ch, hell, he didn"t!"
Rogan made no effort to hide his disgust.

"No, | don't believe he did, but he cane cl ose enough on a
nunber of



times to scare that poor girl out of her wits."
"Why the devil didn't she scream bl oody nurder?”
Josi ah shrugged.

"Why knows? Maybe she did and no one heard her. Mybe
she thought no
one woul d believe her.

Maybe she was afraid of |osing the only hone she had.
" " So what happened?

"The bounder caught her alone and tried to take advant age
of her, and

his wi fe happened to catch him Unfortunately, she was

wi th a nei ghbor

at the tine, the town's worst gossip, so there was no way
t hey could

hush it up, even if they'd wanted to. The sister kicked
poor Kat hl een

out on her ear, and she cane to ne because she didn't have
anywhere to

go. "
"Why didn't she defend hersel f? No backbone?"

"Oh, she's got backbone enough to run a railroad, but when
a wonan's

hurt or frightened, maybe she don't think too clear.

Maybe, too, the

w fe knew whi ch side her bread was buttered on and came
down on the

side of that no-account husband of hers, in which case her
Si ster

didn't stand nuch of a chance."”

"Josiah, | don't know about this. She sounds--" "Now,
don't nmke up

your mnd too quickly, boy. You're in need of a worker,
and Kat hl een's

In need of a hone. Seens to ne this situation is Yes,
what is it,



Loui sa?"

“I"'msorry to interrupt you, brother, but Ms. Rhodes is
here, asking

to speak to you. | told her you were busy, but she said
It was

| nportant.”

Josi ah woul d rat her have taken a dose of castor oil.

He had a fair notion what the wi dow was up to, nosing
around for nore
gossi p.

He'd |i ke to have sent her packing, but he was a m nister,
and while

she wasn't a nmenber of his flock, she was still one of
God' s

creatures.

"Would you mind waiting a few m nutes, Rogan? The
backyard's ri ght

pl easant this tinme of day. Leastw se, there's sone shade
under the

mul berry trees. You can go out through the side door

t here. "

Rogan st epped outside with no purpose in mnd other than
to wait until
he coul d continue his conversation wth Josi ah.

Wen he saw that he was not alone, his first feeling was
one of
irritation.

On the heels of that cane curiosity.

The woman striding along the side of the road toward the
back gate with

a mar ket basket over her armwas kicking up dust with
every step.

She was garbed all in black, but it was an unbecom ng
shade of black in



an unbecom ng style that put himin mnd of a rusty poker.
She was thin, too thin.

She was pale, her small face conpletely col orl ess except
for a

smattering of freckles that were shaded by the nost

god- awful hat he'd

ever behel d.

The thing was enornous, and apparently anchored to a wad
of hair on top
of her head so that it flapped with every step she took.

Smack dab in the mddle of the crown was a heap of gray
feat hers that

resenbl ed a pigeon that had been run over by a speeding
carri age.

The poor thing seenmed to be straggling to | aunch itself.
In the process of withdrawing a cheroot fromthe pocket of
his shirt,

Rogan froze.

She was comng into the yard.

She was coming here. t Plain, prim proper, and with
enough backbone

to run a railroad.

That woul d descri be her perfectly.

That spine of hers wouldn't have stretched any stiffer if
she' d been

hangi ng froma white oak tree.

"Mss, ah..."

He stepped forward, out of the shadow of the nul berry
tree, just as it

occurred to himthat he'd never heard her | ast nane.

Kat hl een gl anced up warily.



She'd gone to M. Davis's store for a peck of potatoes and
a quarter's
worth of side neat.

Loui sa had said they'd be having conpany for supper.

"You're the conpany," she said, her eyes wary as she sized
up the
stranger and found himtoo big, too dark, too everything.

"Rogan Rawson, m ss. Josiah called you Kathleen, but I'm
afraid he
didn't tell nme your last nane."

"It's Stevens," Kathl een whi spered.

She cl utched the basket with both hands, wondering whet her
to shove

past himor to ask himto step aside.

He was standing directly between her and the house, on the
nar r onest

part of the path, with the dewberry patch on one side and
the privet

hedge on the other.

"M ss Stevens,"
by the tinbre
of his voice.

Rogan Rawson repeated, and she was struck

He spoke quietly, but with an authority she had never

bef ore heard from

any nman.

"Are you a mnister, too?" she blurted.

The words just popped out.

H s eyebrows reacted first, and she stepped back.

They were bl ack as soot, straight as an arrow, tilted over

eyes so dark
t hey defied description.



They puckered, and she tried to renenber what it was she'd
j ust asked
him but for the life of her, she couldn't.

My nercy, the man was intimdating!

Just as she'd been getting her nerveup to go forth on her
own and find

herself a position, she had to run into soneone |ike

hi m - someone who

could scatter her wwts with no nore than a frown!

"What nmakes you say that?"
"Say what ?"

"What you said," Rogan repeated, his earlier inpatience
back in
force.

What did | say?
Kat hl een t hought frantically.
Ch, yes, | asked himif he was a mnister.

"Well, what's so wong about that?" she denmanded,

cl utching the basket

handl e until the knuckles of her red, rough hands showed
whi t e.

Then he grinned, and the starch drained right out of her,
| eavi ng her
feeling |inp.

"Why, nothing, | reckon, only |I'm about as far renoved
froma preacher

as you could ever hope to find:
t hen?"

"You're a devout sinner,

Dear Lord, what had rat-fled her brain?

Here she was tradi ng i npudent remarks wth a stranger as



I f she'd been
doing it all her life.

The plain truth was, she was so far out of her el enent,
her tongue was
runni ng away with her.

It had to be the heat.

if she didn't get out of this dratted gown soon, she woul d
melt right
down to her shoe tops.

And if he didn't get out of her way, she was going to--to
hit himwth
a pot at o!

"Il"ma sailor, Mss Stevens, and not all that devout, |'m
afraid."

“I"msorry about that. About calling you a sinner, |
mean, not a

mnister. | expect it was your voice," she explained to
t he dusty pale

ground between them

"I mean, you sounded as if you could well, that is, you
sounded. . ."
She gave up.

She'd never lacked for wit, it was just that her brain
seened to be
| aggi ng about two beats behi nd her tongue.

Rogan waited, intrigued by the beady eyes on what nust be
t he head of
her pi geon.

They were uneven.
The beak was even worse, one part being so far out of

alignnent that if
the poor bird hadn't cone to grief under the wheels of a



carriage, it
woul d surely have starved to death.

"I'"d better get these potatoes in to Louisa," she
nut t er ed, and shot
hima stern | ook fromunder the brimof her hat.

Move, she willed silently.
Move out of ny way before | tronp right over you
Her eyes were gray, too, Rogan noti ced.

Not gray |like the pigeon, but a soft shade that hinted of
snoke and
cool rain.

They were set in a bed of |ashes so dark and thick they
al npst
obliterated the | avender shadows around them

Al nost, but not quite.

Wt hout conmment, he stepped aside and | et her pass,
turning to watch
her as she made her way to the back stoop.

Josi ah had been dead on course.
She was prim all right.

On the hottest day of July, she was dressed in an ugly
bl ack frock with
| ong sl eeves and a neck high enough to strangle a giraffe.

He knew enough about fashion, having dressed nore than a
few m stresses

over the years, to know that a frock like that, while it

m ght have

once been expensive, was too far behind the styles ever to
catch up.

Besi des which, the poor little twt couldn't have carried
hersel f any



stiffer if she'd had a poker ranmed up her back.
But pl ai n?

He wasn't so sure of that.

Yeah, all right, so she was plain.

I f she'd had a touch of pink cheeks in that pale little
face of hers,

or a pair of sweetly curved rosebud |ips--nmaybe if she'd
had gol den

curls instead of straight brown hair that slipped its
nooring a bit

nore with every step she took, and if her eyes had been
bl ue i nstead of

gray.
Yeah, she was plain, all right.

She was all the things Josiah had said she was, but
somrehow Rogan had a

feeling that that wasn't the sumtotal of Kathleen
St evens.

And it was the rest of who she was that intrigued him
Chapter Two

Patrice Rhodes |left, having learned little nore than she
al ready knew,

which was irritating, but then, she already knew enough.
What she didn't know she could surm se.

Per haps now t hat she'd caught themtogether, Alice would
remenber ot her

suspi ci ous i nstances.

Patrice would invite Alice over for | enpbnade and cakes
this very

af ternoon, and between themthey would sort it all out.

Al t hough Alice, poor twt, had the brains of a cabbage.



As for Morton, Patrice still hadn't decided to forgive him
for
st rayi ng.

And with that pathetic stick of a girl, at that!
Tree, he'd been growing rather boring |ately.

She' d been thinking of replacing him but there was no
denyi ng the
conveni ence of having one's |lover so discreetly situated.

Qut one back door and into the other, and no one the
W ser.

Turning the corner, she caught a whiff of snoke from an
expensi ve
cigar, usually a sure sign of an interesting masculine
presence.

There was nothing |like the snoke of a good cigar mngled
with the scent

of a masculine cologne to set a |lady's heart to
fluttering.

Under cover of her raffled pink parasol, she gl anced
around, but there
was no one in sight, nmale or fenale.

Noticing a faint drift of snmoke fromthe Dunwoodys'
backyard, she began
to dawdl e.

A d Dunwoody snoked a snelly ol d pipe.

Per haps, after all, she had not been m staken in thinking
she'd seen a

man slipping out the side door as Loui sa showed her into
t he study.

Her delicate nose twitching, Patrice stepped through the
par sonage
hedge and began to call softly, "Here, Spotty, here now.



Conme to Manm,
you bad doggy."

A man stepped out of the shadow of a nearby mnul berry tree,
and she
nearly keel ed over.

G orious day, but the man was magnificent!

A stallion'on two stalwart |legs, if she was any judge of
men.

And of course she was.

"Oh, dear, you startled ne," she gasped with an
appropriate flutter of

her hand.

"Beg your pardon, ma'am Have you | ost your dog?"

"Ch, have you seen hinf"

“"No, ma'am | can't say as | have."

Those shoul der s!

And she sinply nust--nust--touch that wonderful chest!

Dear Lord, just looking at the fit of those tight seaman's
trousers was

maki ng her ache in the nost delicious way!

She woul d have cheerfully given a year's dividends to have
himin her

bed, naked and eager, just for one night.

"Oh, that little wetch."

Loopi ng the ribbon of her parasol over her wist, she

pl ant ed both

hands on her hips in a manner designed to show off her

ni net een-i nch
wai st and the swell of her full bosom



"Do you suppose he could have gone on honme w thout ne? |
do so count

on Spotty for conpany. Since ny dear husband passed away,
["mall

al one, you know. "

Casting hima glance to evaluate the effect her disclosure
was havi ng

on him she sighed heavily and watched his eyes settle on
her bosom

Oh, ho, she had hi m now.

Al'l she had to do was reel himin.

"I don't suppose you could...oh, no, | shouldn't ask."
"Ask what, ma'an®"

"Oh, please don't keep calling ne nma'am It nmakes ne feel
so ol d.

" Which was his clue, of course, to deny any such thing.
She waited,

but he said nothing. Her Cupid's bow lips tightened

| nperceptibly.

She was thirty-three, and in all but the cruel est
sunlight, she could
easily pass for twenty. Well...perhaps twenty-two.

O course, the pink parasol hel ped.

Wth anot her heave of her whal ebone-el evated bosom she
opened the

thing and twirled it over her head, even though they were
st andi ng

under the shade of an enornous nul berry tree.

"My nane is Patrice," she confided.
"Actually, it's Ms. Rhodes, but if you'll whistle just

once for
Spotty for nme, you nmay call nme Trice. | never could |earn



to whistle,
even though |'ve heard sone wonen can do it quite well.
Sormet hi ng

about the pucker--

She denonstr at ed.

"I could never get it quite right," Once nore she |icked
her 1ips and

pursed themin what was surely an irresistible manner, but
the dratted

man was peering under the hedge and whistling for a dog
that didn't

even exi st.
Ch, the fool

Did she have to hit himover the head?

He whi stled several tines and called, as well, but there
was no sign of
a dog.

Patrice woul d have swooned away if there were.

She coul dn't abide the snelly things, but then she'd had
to have sone
excuse to accost a strange nan.

A lady couldn't sinply stroll up and ask to feel a man's
nmuscl es.

"You nust be related to dear Reverend Dunwoody, M. ah..o'
Rogan

turned to the overbl own bl onde.’

No, nm'am

Rogan Rawson, and pl eased to make your acquai ntance, Ms.
Rhodes.

The reverend was a friend of ny father's.

He' d been on the point of going 'inside, hoping for

anot her glinpse of

that prickly little thing Josiah was trying to foist off
on him when

this woman had barged through the hedge.



Why didn't she keep her dog on a leash if she couldn't
train the thing
to obey?

"And are you a mnister, too, M. Rawson?"

"No, np'am |'ma coaster. That is, | sail the coastal
rout e between
Beaufort and Baltinore."

"Oh, how exciting! |I can just see you, clinbing msts and
doi ng al
sorts of dangerous things while the sea rages around you!"

Rogan, distracted by the sound of wonen's voices in the
kit chen, spoke
wi t hout t hi nki ng.

"Not hi ng exciting about it, ma'am it's damed hard work,
and as for

clinmbing the rigging, | leave that to ny crew Uh if you'll
excuse

me?"

Stunned, Patrice watched hi mdi sappear through the back
door.

Her face nottled with angry col or, she turned and stonped
of f toward

Arm Street, the palns of her hands sweating under her |ace
mtts as she

cl utched the banboo handl e of her pink parasol.

Danm t he man!

Not once had he called her by her given nane!

Not only had he not asked where she |ived, he had turned
hi s back on

her!

Ah, but she coul d be understandi ng.



Young nen were inclined to be volatile, to be--unexpected.
It was one of the things she found So exciting about them

She could just picture that magni ficent young creature
standi ng on a

rolling deck, those powerful |egs of his spread w de apart
as he used

his whip on some hapl ess nenber of his crew

Jutting her lower lips, she blew at the filmof novisture
t hat suddenly
bl ossomed on her face.

Wasn't it a |ucky happenstance that she had been pl anni ng
atripto

Baltinore in the autum to see the manager of her |ate
husband' s

busi ness?

Briskly, she turned the corner onto her street.

Suddenly, Morton's perfidy didn't seemhalf so
di stressing.

She made a nental note to ask a few di screet questions of
her
shi p-owni ng friends about a young captai n named Rawson.

Kat hl een remained in her roomas |ong as she dared before

goi ng
downstairs to supper

She had spend the past hour dicing and frying salt pork to
go on top of

Louisa's boiled fish and potatoes, and she feared the
snell of it still

clung to her hair.

Stripping, she quickly bathed in the tepid water on her
washst and and

changed into her thinnest underwear, |eaving off all but a
singl e

petticoat.



Then she sprinkled a few drops from her precious bottle of
attar of

roses onto her hairbrush and comrenced to drag it through
her | ong

brown hair.

Fifty strokes for now, and another fifty before she went
to bed.

She had | ong since given up hoping that one day her hair
woul d show
signs of waving, the way Alice's did.

According to her grandnother, tidiness and good noral
character were
the nost inportant attributes a woman could w sh for

Al the sane, she'd gone on hoping for a mracle until
wel | past her
fourteenth year.

By then she'd been so busy that even tidiness was
soneti nmes an
| npossi bl e goal .

After the requisite nunber of strokes, she laid the 'brush
asi de and
began brai di ng.

Then, coiling the heavy rope on top of her head, she
pinned it all

around and offered up a small prayer that it would hold
unti |

bedti ne.

She had the slippery sort of hair that refused to hol d.
Her grandnother, in despair of keeping it out of her eyes,
had cut a

fringe when she was ten, and she'd worn it that way ever

si nce.

It wasn't particularly becomng, but it was nearer than



having it
slither over her face.

The evening neal was an ordeal that seenmed to go on far
i nto the night,

al though it was still l|ight outside when the nenfolk
finally wandered

out to the front porch for a snoke.

"Cat got your tongue?"
Loui sa teased as they made short work of the dishes.
"What? Oh. |I'mafraid I'mnot a great tal ker."

"Woul dn't have nothing to do with the fact that Josiah's
angling to fix
the two of you up, would it?"

Kat hl een covered the sugar bow and sat it in a dish of
wat er agai nst
ant s.

"He nmentioned sonet hing about taking on the care of
Captai n Rawson's
not her, but..."

" St epnot her. Took care of hi mwhen he was a boy. Al the
famly he

has left, poor thing. I'll say this about Rogan Raw son
he m ght've

cut up wild in his younger days, but once he settled down,
he's been a

credit to his raising. Wrks hard, don't drink above the
ordi nary, and

never a journey does he make but what he don't stop off
and see to

Hetty's confort. Buys her gifts right out o' the blue.
Pretty shaw s,

st or e- bought candy and suchli ke. Wiy, he couldn't think
nore of her

was she his own blood kin, and that's the gospel truth."

Absently, Kathleen 'shoved a pin into her topknot and



reached for the
di sh towel.

"I don't know, Loulsa...|l hadn't thought of going so far
away, "

"Hatteras? Way, it's no nore'n a good hard day's sail up
t he banks.

You coul d cone back and see your sister's children
whenever you took a

notion. That's what's eatin' at you, isn't it?"
That was only a part of it.

Rogan Rawson was the other part.

By far the greater part, for he had the strangest effect
on her.

She' d been around nen all her life.

Josiah, little Caleb, old Dr. Koonce back at Pelletier's
MIIs.

Mor t on.

"He's a fine-looking man,'
Kat hl een nodded.

Loui sa said quietly, and

"l suppose. Not that that matters, of course.”

"No, | don't reckon it does. He'll be gone all save a day
here and a

day there on his way up to Baltinore and back. Likely,
you won't see

himnore'n a fewtines a year."

Moving slowly, Kathleen placed the cut-glass pickle dish
on the shelf,

her m nd distracted by just what it was about Rogan Rawson
t hat made

her react so strongly.

Well, there was his size, first of all



As tall as she was, he towered over her.

He | ooked strong enough to bend a cold iron bar with his
bare hands.

yet he didn't frighten her.
It wasn't precisely the Way he | ooked.
At |east, she didn't think it was.

Nor the way he acted, for he'd done nothing at all to
al arm her.

Nor even the things he'd said, cone to that.
Hor se bi scuits!
She was i magi ni ng things.

After lying awake half the night, reliving that awf ul
scene with Mrton

and Alice and Patrice, after going over and over in her
m nd every word

spoken, wondering what she could have said to make them
under st and t hat

she had done nothing wong, she'd woken up feeling | ost
and m ser abl e,

her nose stopped up and her eyes all wet, and now she was
getting

fanci ful .

"Didn't half sleep last night, did you?"

Startl ed, Kathleen dropped the towel and bent to pick it
up.

It wasn't the first tinme the elderly woman had seened to
read her

m nd.

Wth a small | augh, she admtted it.



"To tell the truth, | can't recall the last tinme | slept
t hrough the

night. If it wasn't Caleb's sleepwal king, it was the
baby's colic.

Wth the twins, it was even worse. They still haven't
sorted
t hensel ves out.

One of themw |l be sleeping while the other one plays,
and turn about,

until | didn't dare shut ny eyes nore than a few m nutes
at a tine."

"Couldn't Alice | ook after thenf"

"She needs her rest. She's increasing again, you know. "

" Har mph! "

Josi ah took turns tal king to Rogan and Kat hl een.

At first he spoke to them singly.

Once he convinced Rogan that he needed soneone young,

gui ck- m nded and

responsible to keep up with a woman in Hetty's condition,
he set out to

tal k Kathleen into taking on the job.

That done, he tackled the next hurdl e.

"Now don't go flying off the handle, boy. |I'mnot talking

about your

usual kind of marriage here. Fact is, considering what
t hat poor

girl's been through, | doubt she'd have any man under
t hose

condi ti ons.

" mtal king about a good, solid, sensible arrangenent
where you agree

to give her the protection of your nanme and she agrees to
t ake over



your shoreside responsibilities, |leaving you free to go
your way.

Seens to ne |ike you both get what you're wanting.
"I guess | could hire her,"
unconfortably in

the hard oak chair.

suggest ed Rogan, shifting

"But then you could turn her out. O she could wal k out
on you when
she'd had enough of Hetty's foolishness.”

“I'"'d be willing to sign a contract,"” he offered a little
desperately.

"That's just what |'m suggesting, boy. But you see,
there's only one

kind of contract suitable for a young lady to sign that
won't Dblight

her reputation, and that's a marriage contract."

Rogan tugged at the collar of his white cotton shirt.

In deference to the heat and humdity, he had left off his
coat .

He wi shed to God he could have left off all but his
drawers, but

certain things were expected of a gentleman in the
presence of

| adi es.

"Yes, well, you see, that's where | run aground. | don't
have anyt hi ng

agai nst marriage, Josiah |eastw se, not for other nen.
But the truth

Is, | never planned to marry. It just don't suit ny
nature."

Miuch to Rogan's grow ng unease, the elderly man beaned.

"There, there, | knew it would work out just right. Don't
you see,



boy, it's the perfect solution. You need a woman in your
house, but
you don't want a w fe.

Kat hl een needs a roof over her head, but the last thing
she wants is a

husband.

You both sign the contract, |1'll read the service, and
you' Il both get

your Ww sh.

Rogan was on his feet |like a shot.

"Now, hold there!l Just a blasted m nute there, Josiah,
figured you

for better than a fast-tal king hustler! Wat do you nean,
we bot h get

our wi sh? How can we get our wi sh by marryi ng one anot her
when she

doesn't want a husband and | don't want a w fe?"

Thus it was that two days |l ater, Kathleen found herself

st andi ng besi de

a stern-faced Captain Rawson in the Dun-woody parl or.
Josi ah had

wanted to marry themin church, but they'd both spoken out
agai nst that

si mul t aneousl vy.

When Josi ah had backed down, they'd | ooked at one anot her
with no small
degree of satisfaction.

As hotas it was on the twenty-first day of July, with not
a cloud in

t he sky, Rogan had worn his best black suit, a black tie
and a new

white linen shirt.

Billy, his cabin boy, had polished his tail black boots
and the gold

braid on his black |eather-brimred hat, but he'd left that
on the hat



rack in the hall

He' d bought her a plain gold band, but he hadn't thought
to bring
fl owers.

It wasn't that kind of a weddi ng.

However, Loui sa had picked everything that was bl oom ng in
the yard and

gone across the street to beg the |ast of Bertha WIlis's
sweet

WIlliam which was enough, with her own petunias and a few
odds and

ends, to nake a right pretty bouquet.

Kat hl een had taken great pains with her groom ng, even
t hough it was no
nore than a business arrangenent.

She had hung her best gown on the back stoop to air, after
sponging it
W th vinegar water.

She' d pol i shed her shoes, rubbing Vaseline into the
cracked | eat her

until it gleaned al nost |ike new, then she'd tackled her
hat .
"Here, | thought you mght |like to wear this," Louisa

said, slipping

Into the cranped guest roomwth a forget-nenot-tri nmed
Italian

straw,

It was | ovely!

Small, femnine, it was not quite the |atest fashion, but
certainly far

cl oser than Kathl een's best bonnet, which had been Alice's
fourth best

t hree years ago.

"Ch, you're wearing black?" the ol der woman excl ai ned.



"1 only have black, if you don't count ny gray skirt and
br own
shirtwaist."

"Looks nore like nourning than marrying."
"It is."

Kat hl een managed a snmall smle, surprised that her face
didn't crack.

She'd felt as if it were frozen ever since she'd heard
hersel f agreeing
to this farcical wedding

A hundred tines she'd wanted to run back into Josiah's
study and tell
hi m she coul dn't possibly go through with it.

Two t hings had stopped her.

She was a worman of her word, having had responsibility
drilled into her
all her life.

And she had nowhere el se to go.
She coul dn't inpose on the Dunwoodys any | onger.

They had been kindness itself, but she knew for a fact
that a parson's
stipend would only stretch so far.

"Alice had closets full of lovely things she wore after
G andmanma
di ed.

When | was fifteen, | suddenly shot out of everything I
owned, and she

gave nme the whole |l ot to make over. The taffeta is
particularly nice,

| think, don't you?"



Loui sa did not | ook convi nced.

"Perhaps a spot of color. a scarf, or a pretty bunch of
flowers up at

the neckline. Wiy don't | take these forget-nme-nots off "
"Ch, no,

pl ease don't ruin your beautiful hat!"

"Pshaw, child, they're only pinned on. One week | pin on
fresh

jonquils, the next week a bunch of wax cherries and a

ri bbon or two.

Conme Septenber, | have a nice dark red velvet rose."” ' So
t here she

stood, her black taffeta still snelling ever so slightly
of vinegar,

her shoes glistening with Vaseline and Louisa's
forget-ne-nots pinned

under her chin. In case Captain Rawson thought she was
too frivol ous,

she had insisted on wearing her owm black hat with the
gray dove, but

t hen Loui sa had spoil ed the sober, businesslike effect
she*d hoped to

create by handing her at the last m nute a bouquet of

pet uni as, sweet

Wl liam boneset and horsemnt. The flowers trenbled so
that a few

petals fell to the floor. Near the door, Bertha WIlis
and Fanny

Gllikin, who had cone by to see about the altar flowers
for Sunday's

service and stayed on as w tnesses, began to sob. Louisa
pl ayed "

Lohengrin® on a wheezing old punp organ, and Josi ah began
to speak.

Chapter Three
Wat chi ng her trunk being carried aboard the schooner Wite

Wt ch,
Kat hl een fought against a wild surge of panic.



Going to sea was bad enough, but |eaving BeaUfort?

Never in all her seventeen years and el even nonths had she
been farther

away than Pelletier's MIls, and that by way of farm
wagon.

As for the rest of it--well, her mind sinply refused to
deal with it.

Marri ed?
She coul dn't be!

Last week at this tine, she'd never even heard of Rogan
Rawson.

Coul d she have dreaned the whol e thing?

Har dl y.

She could still see her reflection in the gold-franed
mrror over the

mantel as she stood there |ike a gray-faced ghost beside
the tall,

sun- browned stranger.

They' d both been dressed al nost entirely in bl ack.

He'd worn a white shirt that had nade his skin | ook the
color of a

copper penny, and she'd worn Louisa's forget-ne-nots under
her chin.

Sonet hi ng borrowed, sonething blue, she'd said.

The flowers had served as both.

Marri ed.

But it was only a business arrangenent, she assured
her sel f.

They had argued | ong and hard before they'd cone to an



agr eenent .

Kat hl een had been against it fromthe very first, but no
| ess than
Rogan had.

Nei t her of them wanted marri age.

It had been Josi ah who had worked on first Rogan, then
Kat hl een,

arguing that marriage was the only sensi bl e course of
action.

Honesi ck, heartsick and frightened, Kathleen had | et
hersel f be
convi nced.

In the end, she'd had little choi ce.
Positions for wonmen were hard to cone by.

There was never a guarantee of l|asting enploynent, no
matter how rosy

t hi ngs | ooked in the begi nning, and she had nothi ng of her
own, no

noney, nowhere to go.

"Do you want nme to talk to Alice and see if she'll have
you back?"

Josi ah had' asked.

“I"d rather work on a chain gang than |ive under Mrton's
roof . "

"I doubt if that's an option, ny dear."

It was Louisa, a spinster herself, but one who, as a
parson's

housekeeper, had seen nmuch of life, who had finally nmade

t he young

woman see that, while marriage had its unpl easant side, at
| east it was

per manent .



A wfe could hardly be let go as easily as Mrton and
Alice |l et go one
mai d after anot her.

"A smart wonman earns a man's respect right away. You set
about maki ng

yoursel f indi spensable to that boy and you'll have a
secure place for

life. A man knows when he's well-off. Wy, Josiah
couldn't get al ong

W t hout ne."

A wfe and a sister were two different things, Kathleen
t hought

wyly.
Still, there was sonething to what Loui sa had sai d.
A permanent hone where one was respected and needed.

Kat hl een had never expected to be |oved, but she
desperately |l onged to
be needed.

Per haps marri age would not be too great a price to pay,
after all.

Qddly enough, it had been Rogan's reluctance that had
ti pped the
scal es.

It was quite obvious fromthe way he | ooked at her
whenever she was in

t he sane roomthat he was no nore anxi ous to be saddl ed
w th her than

she was with him

Rogan had had his own | ast-m nute doubts.
In an earlier day, he m ght've been called a rake.

He t hought of hinself as a man who worked hard and pl ayed
har d.



A man who |i ked wonen and enjoyed the freedomto pursue
t hem

The problem was, as he'd explained privately to Josi ah,
that he could

no |l onger trust Hetty alone, and there was only so nuch a
man coul d ask

of hi s nei ghbors.

"Like I told you, boy, the only sensible thing to do is
find a healthy,

bi ddabl e young woman, soneone pl ain enough and poor enough
to be

grateful for a good hone, and marry her."

Sensi ng defeat, Rogan had argued that the |ast thing he
want ed was a

wi f e hangi ng around his neck, to which Josiah had replied
reasonabl y

that a wonman coul d hardly hang around his neck if his neck
was not

there to hang onto.

"That's not the whole of it, though.™
"You can't afford another nouth to feed?"
"Dammt, it's not that, Josiah!"

Downi ng his port, Rogan had comrenced to pace restlessly
around the
cranped st udy.

"The Wtch is nore than earning her way. Just |ast year
bought a

third interest in a four master running dyewood fromthe
Indies to New

Yor k.

The Arduous is already earning us twenty-nine dollars the
ton just for

hauling, and | put ny first profits into a small packet
that runs



freight out to the banks.
" " Then what's the matter, son?
Rogan tugged at the collar of his shirt.

He flexed his shoulders, |ooking |ike a man who felt
hi rsel f henmed in
and didn't care for the feeling.

There were sone things a man didn't discuss with a
m ni ster.

"The thing is, when it cones to wonen...uh, well, you see,
Josi ah,
there's this wi dow woman i n Pasquotank County..."

Josi ah nodded t houghtful ly.

Not for a single nonment had he doubted that there'd be
wonen apl enty
willing to warmthe | ad' s bed.

As a man of God, he didn't condone adultery, all the sane,
when a man

stood in need of a good wonan and there was a good wonan
in need of a

prot ector.

Well, sonetinmes the Lord worked in mysterious ways.

Thus it was that, with no famly of their own present to
wi sh either of

them wel |, Kathl een and Rogan had heard thensel ves
pronounced man and

wife, for better or worse, until death did them part.

Now, standi ng beside her scow ing husband on the
wat er front, Kathl een
braced herself agai nst a brand-new fear.

The last tinme she'd set foot in a boat of any kind was
five days after
her parents had been | ost at sea.



That had been a skiff.
“It's big, isn't it?"

"She's sone over sixty foot |ong, eighteen foot athwart
and about

thirty ton burden. There's three passenger cabins, and
not but two of

themlet, so you'll have a roomto yourself."

That was a relief, although she'd been willing to share
W t h anot her
woman passenger if need be.

Wstfully, she glanced over her shoul der, hoping agai nst
hope t hat
Ali ce had brought the children to see her off.

She'd witten last night, and Loui sa had sent the note
around by Bertha
WIllis's youngest boy.

She knew for a fact that he'd delivered it, but evidently
her famly
had deci ded agai nst further contact.

It was just as well, she supposed.

She didn't know whether to be shanmed before her famly to
be marrying a

perfect stranger, or shanmed before her new husband t hat
none of her

fam |y had cared enough to cone see her off.

"Are you sure you're all right, ma'anf? You |look a mte
green about the
gills to ne."

Rogan' s broad shoul ders bl ocked the sun from her face, and
Kat hl een

managed a creditable smle.

"' mquite well, thank you, Captain Rawson."



Looki ng vastly relieved, he took her arm and steered her
al ong the
whar f .

"Jad to hear it. Blessed if I know how I'd have got you
home if you
couldn't tolerate the sea.”

Hone.

The word rang in her head, making her blink hard agai nst
t he sudden
hum lity.

But before she could |lapse into self-pity, Rogan steered
her up the
gangpl ank, holding her armas if he feared it m ght break.

Once aboard, she had to stop and stare.
It was chaos, but orderly chaos.
Men were everywhere, rushing about.

One was danci ng al ong a massive boom another sw nging
froma |line
over hear d.

Sone were cursing, sone were |aughing, but all seened to
be in
wonderful spirits.

Even am dst all that, she could see that the ship was
cl ean and tidy,

whi ch she took as a favorable sign, for she could never
abi de

sl ovenl i ness.

Suddenly, the deck gave a slight lurch as an enornous
crate was

trundl ed on board.

Her belly responded with a lurch of its own, and she



gri pped Rogan's
hand.

Wth a | ook of surprise, he glanced down at her, and she
i nstantly
rel eased him

"I" msorry. It | was startled, that's all."

She adj usted her hat, which was anchored to her topknot,
whi ch
unfortunately was beginning to slide.

"Perhaps if | could go to ny cabin?"

Wth a | ook of relief, Rogan signaled a gray-haired seanman
who rem nded
her somewhat of a weat her-beaten Josi ah Dun-woody.

"Ms. Rawson, I'd like to present ny first mate, D ck
Styron. Dick,

show ny wife to nunber three and then rout out Billy and
send hi m bel ow

to see to her needs. I'll have your trunk sent down
soon's it cones

aboard, ma'am"

And with that pronouncenent, he left her.
Kat hl een | ooked at the grizzled first nmate.

She | ooked up at the three sharply raked nmasts, back to
the crew

j ockeying the crate into position to |lash down, and then
back at D ck

Styron.

Before they'd even left the harbor, she was al ready
feeling as | ost as

i f she'd been stranded on a raft in the mddle of the
ocean.

“I'f you'll permit nme, Mz Rawson," said the first nmate.



He of fered her a bow that would have done credit to a
beruffied
courtier and shot out an el bow.

Resol utely, Kathl een nodded, causing her hat to shift
anot her degree to
t he starboard.

"That woul d be lovely, M. Styron."

Accepting the proffered arm she confided, "I'mafraid |I'm
unfam i ar
W th boats."

"Beggi ng yer pardon, nma'am but she's a ship, and as fine
a schooner as

you' Il find anywheres on the coast. Cap'n Togan, he'll
keel haul a

shirker quicker'n you can say scat, but he's a fair nman
and as fine a

seaman as ever commanded a coaster. Taught himfroma
boy, | did.

Betwi xt nme an' 0" Captain Ednund, the boy's father, young
Rogan knows

ever' shoal and slough from Beaufort to Baltinbre. | seen
t hat boy

come through many a hurricane on a jib and a spanker when
stouter

vessel s was getting nonm cked sonething fierce."

By the tinme Rogan's first mate had finished his little
eul ogy, they had
reached the passengers' section of the stern castle.

Scant light filtered through the small portholes, but

t here was enough

to see that the Wiite Wtch was as tidy bel ow decks as she
was above.

"Yes, ma'am a ship is sure enough fenmale, and that's the
Lord's

truth,” Dick Styron went on as he ushered her along a
narrow, darkly



panel ed corridor.

"Li ke a good worman, she takes a strong hand at the helmto
keep her

fromgoing to hell with all sails a-flying. Er, begging
yer pardon,

ma' am no offence intended."

"None taken, M. Styron," Kathleen assured him

Remar kabl y enough, she was feeling considerably better
about enbar ki ng
on this mad venture.

At | east she was until, peering fromunder the brimof her
bonnet, she

caught sight of her husband striding along the narrow
passageway,

| ooki ng even nore grimthan usual.

Wt hout so much as acknow edgi ng her presence, he cornered
Dick Styron

and conmenced talking rapidly about a bill of |ading and
sonme cl earance

or other that the custons officers were fussing over.

While the two nen conversed, Kathleen took the opportunity
to study the

man she had so recklessly tied herself to for better or

WOr se.

In the angular light that fell through the porthole,

i1 lumnating his

ragged features, she was struck afresh by his uncommon
| ooks.

How had the Reverent Dunwoody described hin?
A well set-up young gentl eman of confortable neans who
woul d be a good

provi der wi thout making any undue demands on her position.

A gentl eman?



Now that it was too |ate to reconsider, she could see that
hi s nmout h

was too sharply chiseled ever to be considered truly
gentl e.

H s nmeans may be confortable enough, but his eyes were far
too i ntense

for confort; the granitelike structure that shaped his
face from

cheekbones to jaw fairly shouted stubbornness.

And unl ess she was badly m staken, that nose of his had
been broken
nore than once.

In a fight, nore than |ikely.
Had she conpletely taken | eave of her senses?

"What bee is buzzing around under your bonnet now, Ms.
Rawson?"

Rogan suddenly demanded, mining to confront her.

Bef ore she could answer, they were forced to step aside to
make way for

a man carting two steaner trunks and one of the new
hunpbacked

Sar at ogas.

The battered one on the bottom was hers.

Kat hl een felt Rogan's hand at her back, and she arched as
if he'd
touched her with a hot poker.

It wasn't that she was unused to bei ng touched.

Having had the full care of four children since birth, she
was

accustoned to being junped upon, clinbed upon, tugged at,
clung to and

enbr aced.



Usually with sticky fingers.

Yet the lightest pressure of the stranger's hand had burnt
right

through three layers of cotton and one of silk as if they
weren't even

t here!

"My trunk. He's taking it away," she said, her voice as
thick as a

pauper's porridge.

"Dick, see toit, wll you? |I've got to go back and
strai ghten out

this business with custons. Report to ne as soon as you
get Ms.

Rawson settled. By your |eave, ma' am"™

He tipped his hat.

Not waiting for her |eave or anyone el se's, he was gone.
For a |long nonent, she stared after him still reeling
fromthe force

of his vitality.

It was nore than the way he | ooked.

It radiated fromthe very core of the nman

He had renoved his tie before they'd |l eft the parsonage.
Now he' d shed his coat and vest as well, leaving only the
thin white

shirt and a pair of close-fitting trousers that hugged his
linmbs like a

gl ove.

To cone face-todace with a nman |i ke Rogan Rawson was

i ntimdating

enough.

To have married such a man was sinply beyond beli ef.



They reached a narrow door with the polished brass nunber
t hree nount ed

on it, Dick Styron reached for the knob, but before he
could grasp it,

t he door swung open.

Atall man with bl ack beetling brows and a bushy nustache
glared at the
first mate, then shifted his "attention to Kathl een.

The nustache twitched as his gaze began working its way
down her
body.

Bef ore he had conpl eted the course and begun the return
j ourney, he was

smling broadly to reveal two gold teeth and one bl ack
one.

Kat hl een was stunned into nonentary silence, but not so
her
conpani on.

"Egl eston, this here cabin's been assigned to the |ady,"
Styron

informed him w th enphasis on the | ast word.

"Yours is two doors down."

"I booked and paid for first-class accommodations--" "All
our passenger

cabins is alike, so if you'll--" "Except for nunber one.
The bed's

wet .
Kat hl een was tenpted to tell himto turn the mattress and
sl eep on the

dry side, but she was still stinging fromthe | ook he'd
gi ven her.

It was a | ook she was unfortunately all too famliar wth.

Men!



It wasn't as if she were pretty, or even fashionably
dr essed.

Nor had she done anything to warrant such attention.

Wiile Styron and the passenger went to exam ne the beddi ng
I n the cabin

he' d been assigned to, Kathleen | ooked down the short
passageway,

| ocating two nore cabins and anot her door that was

unmar ked.

"Sorry, ma'am" said the first mate as he rejoi ned her.

"I think Egleston nmust have spilt something on it, nmeself,
but he's a

regular, and it don't pay to rile a regular. They'l

spread tales |ike

you woul dn't believe. Bad food, dirty quarters... Seen it
happen

bef or e.

Me, 1'd rather haul freight any day than .

peopl e.

Frei ght don't make no demands on a nan.

They passed by the other passenger cabin and stopped at

t he unmar ked

door.

At this point, Kathleen would have settled for a pallet in
a broom

cl oset.

She was suddenly exhaust ed.

She couldn't recall the last tinme she'd had a full night's
sl eep.

Styron opened the door with a flourish to reveal a
surprisingly
spaci ous, wel | -appointed room



"Here you go, Ms. Rawson, |I'l|l see to having your things
del i vered
ri ght away."

"Please don't hurry on ny account, |'msure you're busy."
That gl ori ous bed!

Oh, to sleep for hours without having to go fetch a gl ass
of water, or

pat up a bubble, or change a wet bed.

Tonorrow woul d be soon enough to think about the future.
For now, all she wanted to do was cl ose her eyes and
switch off her

br ai n.

“I''l'l round up Sanson with the trunks and see that yours
gets to you

right away, Ms. Rawson, but first I'll send Billy down
with tea and

bi scuits and a pail of warmwater. It'I|l be a while til
first

sitting, but if you' re hungry, | could---" "Thank you, M.
Styron, but

| believe I'd like to rest now. You've been nbst kind."

The door closed behind him nuting the varied noi ses of
t he busy ship
until they were no |onger intrusive.

Through an open porthol e, Kathleen could hear the soot hing
sound of
| appi ng water and the occasional cry of a gull.

Wth a heavy sigh, she sank down on the plunp feather
tick, her whole
body saggi ng.

She was quite sinply too tired to think, too tired to
wor ry about
anyt hi ng beyond this nonent.



It took the last bit of energy she possessed to get
undr essed.

She renoved her hat.
The pins had been gouging her all noming.

Next cane her shoes, and she wiggled her toes in the
neatly nended
cotton stockings.

Her toes relished their newfound freedom
Bot h her petticoats were old and soft.

Her cotton | awn petticoat and her nuslin pantalets were
confort able
enough to sleep in.

Thank heavens she didn't have .
to wear stays!

Fol di ng back the sheets, she crawl ed into bed and snuggl ed
down on her

stomach, poking the pillow until she'd shaped it to suit
her .

Her | ast conscious thought was that the bed was nuch

| onger than the

one she was used to, and it snelled of sone el usive scent
t hat was

strangely exciting.

More than an hour passed before Dick Styron had tine to
explain to his

captain that M. Egleston, the | eather-goods sal esman
assigned to

nunber one, was now i n nunber three on account of a wet
bed, which

coul d have been because the porthole over the bunk was

| eft undogged

and salt spray had soaked the mattress, but was probably



because the
man had spilled his drink on the thing.

"Damation! There's tines |I'mtenpted to convert the
passenger space

to another cargo deck and be done with it! Leastw se
bal es of cotton

don't conplain about wet beds, cold food or rolling when
the wi nd bl ows

and the | ack of speed when it don't."

"Yes, sir. Ain't that what | been saying all al ong?"

"I quit listening to you when you wanted to turn this
thing into a
floating crap ganme. \Were' d you put nmy wfe?"

“I'n your quarters, and word is that Anpbs's boy's doing al
right with
his floating crap gane."

"Happens |'m a coaster, not a ganbler. You want to ship
out with

Callum 1'Il pay your passage down to New O | eans. How
about nunber

t wo?"

"The Crottses is in there."

"Oh, hell, | forgot. Maybe you' d better plan to shift
your gear to the

crew s quarters until we get to Hatteras, D ck. |
uh--that is, Ms.

Rawson and | ----- oh, the devil, hadn't you better make
ready to get

under way ?

That business with custons is all cleared up.
Dammed clerk can't read.
He swore again and turned away, |eaving a smrking first

officer to see
to the last-m nute preparations.



Watching the sails fill sonme forty mnutes |ater, Rogan
unconsci ously

caressed a spoke of the wheel, sensing the drag of
current, the w nd

and a dozen other variants, just as he'd seen his father
do countl ess

tinmes in the past.

, While all his senses were alert to the business of
getting his ship

safely through the inlet and around the cape, another part
of his m nd

was pl agued by an altogether different natter.

That wonan.

That dammed ugly bonnet!

Was there sonething wong with the shape of her head that
she had to

wear a hat all the tine?

He had not hi ng agai nst wonen's hats in general, but that
bl ack thing

was an abom nati on.

Josi ah had warned himthat she was plain.

Under the circunstances, her |ooks didn't make all that
much

di fference.

It wasn't as if he had to live with her or anything.
Still, he'd have thought a wonman's weddi ng day woul d have
called for

sonething a little special in the way of a hat or a gown.

He had had Billy black his boots till they shone |ike
gl ass.

He'd put on a vest with his black suit, surely a
concession on the



hottest day of the year!

What the devil was she hiding underneath all that ugly
bl ack taffeta?

God knows, she had no call to hide herself from him

He'd had no designs on her even before Josiah had
expl ai ned why she'd
had to | eave her sister's house.

Married or not, the poor girl was safe as a door |ock as
far as he was
concer ned.

He |iked his wonen plunp, blond, pretty and experienced.
The Stevens girl didn't fit on a single count.

Maybe for a wedding gift he'd buy her a mrror so she
could see for

hersel f that she was no great tenptation to any man,
husband or not.

Hel |, she was skinny as a bird dog, and those great, gray
eyes of hers
were far too big for her bony little face.

Al right, so he mght've been the |east bit noved by the
shadows in
t hose eyes.

That had been before he'd figured out that they were
probably just
caused by her | ashes, which were long and thick as a
privet hedge.

And then there was her nout h.

Wiile he could hardly deny that her lips were full and
soft and

nmoi st -1 ooking, wth none of the dryness that canme from
usi ng stains,

she woul dn't know what to do with them



A woman's nouth could be a wondrous thing, properly
t aught .

What was he thi nki ng?
Pri mand skinny?

Al'l right, so naybe her wai st was so small a nan's two
hands coul d
easily span it.

and slide down over gently rounded hi ps.
O upward, over soft, incredibly white breasts.

Sweari ng under his breath, Rogan glared at a packet that
was

overtaking, show ng every sign of neaning to pass in the
narr owest part

of the channel.

As if he didn't have enough on his mnd, he had to keep an
eye out for
green seanen.

He'd better concentrate on maneuvering his way through
this ness that
glib-tal king preacher had | anded hi min!

Danm t, he had gone ashore intending to hire a woman and
ended up

taking on a w fe!

How t he bl oody hell had Josiah managed to talk himinto
such a thing?

He couldn't even blame it on rum

He' d been stone-cold sober the whole time he'd been
ashore.

The trouble was, it had been too |ong since he'd taken the
tine to



visit Della, his mstress of sone two and a half years.

A few hours in port now and again was hardly | ong enough
to see to his

cargo, nmuch less hire a buggy to take himout into the
county, where

she lived, and to tell the tenth,'he didn't particularly
care to drop

i n on her unannOUnced and di scover that she was
entertaini ng anot her

man.

Josi ah had hinted that Rogan m ght want to think of
getting hinself an

heir now that he owned not only a hone and an elderly
schooner, but a

packet and an interest in a four naster.

An heir he could live wthout.
A wife he could live without, and fully intended to.

But that didn't nmean he intended to go around with a bone
in his
britches.

A haan needed a soft, willing wonman underneath himfrom
tinme to

ti me--not sone skinny prig in faded black taffeta who

| ooked as if

she' d break before she'd bend, for all her big eyes and
soft nouth and

fragile white throat.

Di scovering that he'd been fondling the spoke on the wheel
as if his
hands were around a wonan, Rogan swore under his breath.

At this rate, he'd pile themup on a shoal before they
| eft sight of
| and!

Quiltily, Rogan glanced around to see if anyone had
noti ced, but all



hands were occupied with their duties.

"Styron," he grow ed when the first mate swung up onto the
guart er deck.

"Aye, sirl!l"

"Take the helm"
"Hander over."

The ol d seaman gri nned.

He'd seen Rogan Rawson through many a storm but this was
one stormthe

boy was going to have to navigate by hinsel f, snags,
shoal s, rips and

al | .

Rogan stood over the bed and stared at his bride for
several m nutes,
feeling a growing curiosity.

Asl| eep, she | ooked damably young, with none of the
pri mess that had
irritated himso much.

Not nearly as plain, either, he added with grudging
honesty.

Had he really bettered his position by marrying her to
| ook after

Hetty, or had he sinply added to an already intol erable
bur den?

Tinme would tell.

Meanwhi | e, he woul d nmake a point of stopping off to visit
Della on the
no' thard run.

A wi dow of sone twenty-six years, she was even-tenpered,
di screet and a
skilled lover, if not overly intelligent.



He paid her well, and if she took other |overs between his
visits, he
could hardly bl ane her.

As | ong as she was avail able to hi mwhen he needed her, he
had no
conpl ai nt s.

H s gaze strayed back to the woman asl eep in his bed.
Her |ips were parted slightly, yet she didn't snore.
Della snored |like a sow-her only fault.

He caught the faintest drift of roses, which was
sur pri sing,
consi dering they were several hours out to sea.

Conme to think of it, he'd been snelling a |ot of roses
| at el y.

Wuld a primlittle thing |like Kathleen wear scent?

Sonmehow, he'd thought a wonman who didn't seemto care how
she | ooked
woul d lack the vanity.

But dammed if he didn't snell roses, and there were none
Wi thin twenty
mles, as far as he knew.

Prinrose, he thought, gazing down at the slender sl eeping
worran.

He | eaned cl oser and inhal ed deeply of the warm spicy
fragrance,

noticing as he did so that her skin was as snooth as the
finest silk,

her freckles no nore than the lightest scattering of gold
across a

short, straight nose.

He'd prom sed Josiah he wouldn't touch her unless she gave



some sign of
wel com ng his attentions, and he was a nman of his word.

Still, he couldn't help but be curious.
She was sleeping in his bed, after all.
She bore his nane.

Soon she'd be living in his house.

What did she think of all this?

Had she truly wanted to marry him or had she seen a way
to feather her
nest ?

Sonme wonen never found pleasure with a man, he'd heard it
sai d.

Some considered |ying under their husbands a duty and bore
it with
varyi ng degrees of stoicism

Wul d Kat hl een be one of those?

According to Josiah, she had neither invited nor wel comed
Ki ngsl ey's

attentions, but then, Josiah had heard only one side of
the story.

Per haps there was anot her side.

Per haps all her nose-in-the-air primess, her high collars
and drab
garments were only a pose.

Perhaps his little bride was really a wanton who had
stirred up a

hornet's nest under her own roof and then, when her famly
had turned

her out, had gone in search of a safe haven.

It mght explain why she didn't think tw ce about marrying



a man she'd
Scarcely net.

A mn wth a Confortable inconme, at that.

Coul d she have been seeking to.

?

Oh, hell, he'd be the last man to claimany real
under st andi ng of the
femal e m nd.

Straightening slowy, Rogan cane to a deci sion.
For better or worse, the deed was done.

He was a fair man; he would give her the benefit of the
doubt .

As | ong as she kept her side of the bargain, he would keep
hi s.

He had never prom sed her nore than that, after all.

But as he shut the door of his cabin silently behind him
t he nenory of

those I ong sil ken |ashes fanning out on her pal e cheeks
fresh in his

m nd, he couldn't help but wonder if he had nmade the

bi ggest m st ake of

his life.

Chapt er Four

Jespite the increasing wi nds, which resulted in an

unconf ortabl e

rolling notion, the three other passengers as well as the
captain were

at di nner.

Kat hl een was seated at Rogan's right hand, with a
Bal ti nore nerchant
named Crotts on her right.



Ms. Crotts sat across from her, between Rogan and M.
Egl est on, whom

Kat hl een had consistently ignored except for the nost
comonpl ace

exchanges.

She could hardly refuse to pass the man the salt, but she
didn't have
to like him

She had woken from her | ong nap thinking of the children.

Only now she was comng to realize quite how drastically
her 1ife had
changed.

What if she never saw t hem agai n?

For all she knew, Captain Rawson m ght maroon her on his

i sl and home

and | eave her there until she was too old even to renmenber
t hat she'd

once had a famly of her own.

"Don't you agree, Ms. Rawson?"
"Don"t I..."

She stared at the flushed face of the round little woman
across from
her .

"I do beg your pardon, I'mafraid | was wool gat hering."

Wth a decided gleamin his eyes, Rogan said, "Ms. Crotts
was aski ng

I f you don't agree that sucking on ginger-root is an
excel l ent specific

for arollicking belly."

Kat hl een was spared the need to answer as M. Crotts, a
pat ent - nedi ci ne drunmmer, held forth on various nostruns
t hr oughout the



corn chowder, the baked bluefish and hal fway through the
raisin pie.

Just as coffee was served, a crew nenber cane and
whi spered in Rogan's
ear.

The captain excused hinself and |eft.

After that the spark sonehow seened to go out of the
eveni ng.

Styron joined them before they coul d adj ourn.

"Cap'n says if you'd like to come up on deck for a spell
there'll be a
full nmoon rising directly.

M ght be yer | ast chance.
Wnd' Il probably pick up sone before the next watch.

Ms. Crotts all owed as how t hat sounded npst
ent ertai ni ng.

M. Crotts nurnured sonething about posting his |edgers,
and ' M.

Egl eston flashed his gold teeth around the table and
offered to escort

the | adi es on deck.

"Thank you, but Ms. Crotts and | are ready now. M.
Sty-ron, if
you' Il |ead the way?"

Surely in the conpany of another woman, she should be safe
enough,
especially as Dick Styron was with them

She m ght have had an unpl easant experience, but she was
sensi bl e

enough to know that not all nmen were |ike Morton.

The air was decidedly cooler now that they were well



of f shore.
Already there was a stiff breeze bl ow ng.

The first mate showed themto a sheltered place near the
bow and | eft
themthere, claimng the call of duty.

Egl eston stood sone di stance away enjoying a cigar, and
Ms. Crotts, a

cheerful tub of a woman who resenbl ed her husband to a
remar kabl e

degree, chattered about her grandchil dren and her garden
and her

nei ghbor' s dogs.

Kat hl een began to rel ax.

The | ong rest had hel ped.

Knowi ng she was safe from Morton hel ped even nore.

She made what she hoped were appropriate coments from
time to tine,

but in truth, her thoughts were el sewhere.

Her gaze wandered fromthe faint glow of |light on the
eastern horizon

to the ghostly gl eam of canvas overhead and back al ong the
shadowy

| ength of the ship.

Not that she was | ooking for anyone in particul ar.

Besi des, he woul d be busy.

Turning her face to the wind, she watched the |ightening
hori zon.

To think she'd been uneasy at first.
Wy, sailing was really quite pl easant.

Al'l her troubles had been | eft behind, and she was



drifting out of

reach in a nysterious world filled only wth the sound of
rushi ng

wat er, the creaks and groans of the rigging and the
occasi onal snap of

canvas over head.

Thi s was spl endi d!

The damp air felt deliciously bracing, and not even the
ceasel ess
prattle of Ms. Crotts could disturb her overnuch.

She was- begi nning to understand why so many nen took to
t he sea.

It had a way of lulling one's mnd, as if the rest of the
wor | d had
suddenly ceased to exi st.

"My, did you feel that? | do believe it's getting
rougher. Either

that or it's comencing to rain,"” Amanda Crotts said as
she drew her

shawl cl oser around her plunp shoul ders.

"Rain? It couldn't be, the sky's still clear...although I
do believe
we've begun to roll a bit nore.”

A shower of spray flew over the bow, wetting her face.

Laughi ng, Kat hl een stepped back just as the deck dropped
shar ply under
her feet.

Staggering a bit, she caught the railing.

"Ch, ny mercy, isn't this exciting!"

"Ch, la, ny poor belly don't call it exciting," the ol der
woman

noaned.



"1've never done nuch traveling," Kathleen confided.

"To ny sorrow, child, | have. If you'll excuse ne, |'d
best go get ny

gingerroot while I can still keep it down. Are you

com ng?"

"Inalittle while. You go on ahead, I'll just stay out

here until the
noon shows on the horizon."

For the first tinme in years she felt conpletely free.

Why, this was an adventure!

As Amanda Crotts scurried for cover, Kathleen clasped the
wet railing

and | eaned forward eagerly.

Anot her burst of salt spray danpened her gown, her face
and her hair,

whi ch was now bl owing wildly around her head, but not even
that could

danpen her spirits.

Suddenly, the future didn't seemquite so grim

Sonmewhere there was a lonely old woman waiting for her

A woman who needed her.

Kat hl een knew her limtations.

She' d been rem nded of them often enough.

But she knew her worth, too.

Capt ai n Rawson woul d never regret having hired her.
Having married her, she anended quickly.

"Ah, so this is where you got to, little lady. Don't you

know it's
dangerous for a beautiful woman to be out here al one at



ni ght ?"
Kat hl een sti ffened.

Clutching her skirts, she held themaside as if to avoid
t ouchi ng
sonet hi ng unpl easant.

"Good evening, M. Egleston, | thought you'd gone bel ow "

"Can't think how you can stand the flap of that old fool's
t ongue. She
does go on, don't she?"

“I'f you'll excuse nme, | was just on nmy way to ny cabin.”
“Now, don't go rushing off, Kathy--it is Kathy, isn't it?"
"No, M. Egleston, it's Ms. Rawson."

Telling herself there was no reason to be frightened, she
st epped back,
but he reached out and caught her arm

She jerked it away and stepped back again, only to collide
wth a hard
and surprisingly warmwal | .

"Sorry | was so long, darling. Trouble in one of the
hol ds, but it's

all taken care of now. You were just |eaving, Egleston?
Don't let us

keep you."

Rogan' s arm had gone around Kat hl een's wai st to steady
her .

It renmained there, like an iron conet.
H s voi ce, speaking over her shoul der, was deceptively
soft, but there

was no m staking the edge to his polite di sm ssal.

Egl eston munbl ed a hasty good-night and fled, and Kathl een



tried to
nove away.

To her surprise, Rogan continued to hold her tightly
agai nst him her
back agai nst his chest.

H s feet were spread against the roll of the deck, and she
f ound

herself in the awkward position of being nestled between
hi s nuscul ar

t hi ghs.

Face blazing in the darkness, she said, "I'mgrateful you
came al ong

when you did, Captain Rawson. That nan nmakes ne
unconfortable."”

"Then in light of the fact that | just rescued you from
di sconfort, do
you think you m ght allow yourself to call ne Rogan?"

The hard edge of his voice had been replaced by an
under current of
amusenent .

Kat hl een made another attenpt to step away, but succeeded
only in
arching her back at an unnatural angl e.

"Wul d you m nd rel easi ng ne?"
He chuckl ed.

"Are you sure you'll be all right? I'd hate to go to al
the trouble

of securing nyself a bride, only to | ose her overboard
before | even

get her hone."

"l assure you, Captain Rawson, that I|--" Just as he
obl i ged her, the
ship rolled to the port, lifted, then plunged forward into

a trough.



Both her arns and one of her |legs flew upward, and she
woul d have
tunbl ed backward had not Rogan caught her agai n.

"Blast!" she nmuttered, grabbing for the hat she was no
| onger
wear i ng.

Still laughing, Rogan held her with both arns as she
regai ned her
bal ance.

"Spread your |egs, madam " he suggest ed.
"l beg your pardon!”

"Part your linbs. If you plant your feet far enough apart
to give you

a better purchase on the deck and take care not to | ock
your Kknees,

you' Il soon naster the proper stance.”

n G,]. n
She tried it, and indeed, it did help.

By easing first one knee and then the other, she was able
to conpensate

for the roll, but when the deck suddenly dropped out from
under both

feet again, there was little she could do except grab on
to the cl osest

t hi ng at hand.

Wi ch happened to be her husband.

"l suppose you find this amusing," she accused after a few
such near
di sasters.

She was getting better, but just when she thought she had
| ear ned the
waltz of the Wiite Wtch, the flighty thing did sonething



al t oget her
unexpect ed.

"You' ve nmastered the roll readily enough. Now we'l|l work
on the pitch

and yaw. I'll have to admit, though, I"'mglad Ms. Crotts
went

bel ow.

Don't know that | could have managed the pair of you
slipping and
sliding all over ne.

"You shoul d have warned us it was going to storm"”
"Storn? If it is, I'll be greatly surprised, na'am"”

He was all owi ng her nore freedom now, catching her only
when the deck

gave an unexpected lurch, but Kathleen's every instinct
told her he was

enj oyi ng her disconfort altogether too much.

“I"d like to know what you call it," she snapped, raking a
tendril of
danp hair off her face.

"l deal sailing weather. If the wind drops too nuch, we'll
be wal | owi ng

like a sick whale. |If she picks up, there's always the
chance of water

in the holds, and with a cargo of rice, that's never
something | care

to risk. The only cargo nore dangerous in a stormis

dri ed beans.”

"You' re nocking ne, sir.

“"No, ma'am |'ve seen many a fine coaster split asunder
after water

got to a cargo of dried beans. Swole up to five tines
their size, they

di d.



When the hatches flew off the hol ds aboard the Bessie, Me
and Anni e

out of WI mngton, they had so nmuch force behind 'emthat
they tore

t hrough a main, brought down half the shrouds and carded
two men

over board.

Kat hl een scowl ed at hi m over her shoul der.

Wil e she couldn't swear he was grinning, there was a
suspi ci ous gl eam

of white where his nouth should be.

"I don't believe a word of "
of spray

struck her in the face.

she began, when anot her wave

She gasped and stepped back fromthe rail, and once nore
he caught
her .

H s face was buried in her wet hair, his hands biting into
her wai st
| i ke hot iron pincers, and she gasped for breath.

"Roses," she thought she heard hi m nmurnur.

And t hen sonet hi ng about .

prinroses?

"I b-beg your pardon?"

He st epped back, dropping his hands.

"You'd best go below, ma'am before you get any wetter.

If you catch a

chill, Hetty'll not be much help to you, and I'll be on ny
way north as

soon as | get you settled ashore."

"But | haven't seen the noon yet."



The noon!
Dear Lord, had she lost what few wits she possessed?

"Cloud bank's settled over the horizon now Likely there
won't be much
of a noon show ng tonight."

H s curt voice was even nore chilling than the w nd

agai nst her wet

skin, especially after those brief, unexpected nonents of
t easi ng.

If he'd wanted to rem nd her of the businesslike nature of
their
arrangenent, he needn't have bot hered.

She was wel |l aware of it.

She woul dn't have had it any other way.

"Kat hl een? You do understand that I'Il not be abiding
ashore, don't
you?

We haven't had nuch tine to tal k, but Josi ah assured ne
t hat you
under st ood.

W appi ng her arms around her shivering body, she nodded.

"I understand perfectly well, sir. You need soneone to
| ook after

your nother " -'Stepnother.

"Stepnother, and | need--1 need..."

Unexpect edl y, she sneezed, was bl essed, then Rogan took
her armin a
firmgrip and steered her toward the conpani onway.

"Conme bel ow now, ma'am you're wet as a barrel of eels.
You change
I nto your nightshirt and get under the bl ankets, and |'1l1



send Billy
down with a nug of hot sugared rumto warm you up."

"' mperfectly all right."

Kat hl een, hol di ng her skirt above He shot a dubi ous | ook.

"Then I'Il just collect ny gear now so | won't have to
bot her you
| ater,"” he said.

Rel easi ng her arm he opened the door and foll owed her
I nsi de the
cabi n.

Hi s cabin, which Dick Styron had assigned to her.

Wi | e Kat hl een wat ched, Rogan went about gathering up a
book, a wooden
I nstrument case and a few itens of clothing.

He added several toilet articles to the small heap, then
turned to
where she stood beside her open trunk.

Her hat was at the foot of the bed where she'd left it
when she'd
dressed for dinner, and they both stared at it now.

"Are you particularly fond of that bonnet, Kathleen?"
Startled, she told himthe truth

"I detest the thing. It happens to be ny sumer hat,

t hough, so I'1|

wear it until the weather turns. It serves well enough.
VWhy ?"

"Because |'d greatly appreciate it if you'd | aunch the
t hi ng over the
stern conme norning. Wiy d' you wear it if you hate it so?"

"1 shoul d've thought that would be obvious. | wear it to
cover ny



head. "

She tapped her foot inirritation, the effect largely | ost
as her shoe,
sole and all, was danp.

"It just happens that | have the sort of hair that needs
anchoring, and
a bonnet hel ps."

Not to nention the fact that she freckled if the sun so
much as touched

her skin, "In case you were unaware of the fact, Captain
Rawson, a | ady

doesn't go about bareheaded. "

Hs lips twitched, drawi ng her eyes.

"Rogan," he stressed.

"As | hope we'll be dealing together for many a year, |
woul d '

appreciate it if you could bring yourself to call ne by ny
gi ven

nanme. "

Kat hl een took in a deep breath, too |ate aware of the
danger. The

roomwas small, and it bore his essence. Tobacco,

| eat her, pine soap

and sonet hing subtly personal, subtly nmasculine. She was
the alien

here, and they both knewit."'

grudgi ngly.

Rogan, " she said

"There, that didn't hurt a bit, did it?"
He sm | ed.

To her dismay, Kathleen found that she couldn't | ook away
from him

The man was far from handsone, yet there was sonething
conpel | i ng about



hi m
And she didn't like it,'not one little bit!
Handsome nen were not to be trusted.

Morton was generally considered to be handsone, although
Kat hl een had

never been drawn to nen with snall, even features and
smal |, even
t eet h.

O the pair, it suddenly occurred to her that Mrton at
hi s best had
never affected her half as nuch as Rogan at his worst.

"Yes, well...good night, then," she nuttered.
What was there about the man?

H s nose was crooked, his cheekbones were too sharp and
his jaw
entirely too angul ar.

And then there was the matter of his eyes.

They were dark, deep set, and they had a way of | ooking
ri ght through

her so that, no matter how nmuch she wanted to, she was
har d- pressed to

I gnore him

"Do you al ways wear bl ack?"
"Do I-- Way, no. Sonetines | wear gray."
"Don't you like col ors?"

"This is hardly the tinme to be discussing ny |ikes and

di sli kes,

Capt ai n--Rogan. If you must know, | |ike colors well
enough. |I'm

right partial to yellow, but ny clothes all happen to be
bl ack or



gray, so that's what | wear. Now if that's all..."
Wy ?

"Why what ?"

"Way don't you wear vyell ow?"

Arnms crossed over her breasts, Kathleen clasped her el bows
and traded
| evel stare for |evel stare.

It never occurred to her to dissenble, her only thought
bei ng to answer
his questions and be rid of the man.

"I wear black and gray because ny sister had a great nmany
perfectly

good nourning gowns after first our grandnother and then
Morton's

parents di ed. She was generous enough to allow ne to
remake them for

nysel f when | outgrew nmy old things. Now, is that all, or
woul d you

care to examne ny teeth? | assure you, they're all ny
own, and sound

as a doubl e eagle."

"Kat hl een..."

Rogan turned away, as if thinking better of whatever he
had been about
to say.

At the door, he paused.

"I"'d i ke to assure you that you have nothing at all to
fear from ne.

Josi ah expl ai ned your--uh, your circunstances. You do
under st and,

don't you, that | married you only because | needed
soneone to | ook

after Hetty?"



She nmade a strangled sound in her throat, and he went on
as if
determned to get it all said before he |eft her.

"Just so you know that | don't intend to---that is, |I'm
not

expecting--uh, that is, unless you wish it otherwse, |'lI
not be

bot hering you, ma'am"”

Kat hl een could feel the heat rising fromher chest to the
top of her
head.

Afraid to |l ook for fear of seeing steambillow ng up from
her danp
gown, she cl osed her eyes.

Unl ess she wi shed it otherw se?

Saints in heavens, why did he think she'd married him if
not to escape
fromthe unwel cone attentions of a nan?

“1'"I'l not wish it otherw se, Captain Rawson, you can rest
assured on
t hat count,’

she nmanaged to say.

He waited, and when she didn't el aborate, he nodded
curtly.

“Well. Then, uh...then |I'll say good-night again."

No sooner did the door close than Kat hl een's consci ence
began to

squi rm

This was his cabin she had taken over.

If all the others were occupi ed, where was he to sl eep?

Cranped up in a corner sonmewhere on a heap of stiff canvas
and coil ed



rope?

Bef ore she could think better of it, she threw open the
door and call ed

after him "Rogan? Where will you sleep? At |east take
your pillow

and bl anket | can easily do w thout."

Looki ng over his shoul der, he favored her with a smle of
such great

tenderness that she felt it all the way down to her cold
feet.

"Thank you, Kathleen, but you've no call to do that.
There's al ways a
hammock and enough bedding to spare.”

Ginning for no real reason, Rogan strode off down the
dimy lit
passage.

He woul d be bunking in Dick Styron's confortabl e cubby,
with Dick

noving in with bos'n, along with the spare ropes and
canvas.

However, he saw no point in telling her that.

Just past m dafiernoon on the second day, the Wiite Wtch
| ay off the

I nlet that had been cut between Ccracoke and Hatteras

| sl ands sone

thirty years earlier.

The seas were just beginning to crash against the bar that
nearly
bl ocked the entrance as the tide began to fl ood.

Pausing in his duties, Styron stood beside Kathleen at the
forward rai

and pointed out a break in the white water, explaining
that within the

hal f hour, they would be able to ease through the inlet

w t h enough



centerboard for steerage and water to spare under the
keel .

"Captain Rawson don't trust many nmen to pilot her through.
There's

many a w dow been nmade in this inlet, and it not but a few
years

ol d."

"I wondered where he was," she said before she thought.

"Schoolin' young Billy at the nmonent, ma'am Taught 'im
his letters

and nunbers, and now he's teaching the boy to read."
"Rogan ?"

"Why, yes'm See, Billy's ma wouldn't allow himto go to
school 'cause

she needs the noney he earns, and Rogan, he couldn't make
her take his

noney and | eave the boy in school, so he give the boy a
job of work to

do, and on the side he teaches hi mwhat he'd a' been

| ear ni ng had he

stayed ashore. Wirked out right good, it did."

Kat hl een covered her surprise and pretended an interest in
a flock of
gull s working a shoal of fish just off the starboard beam

It did speak well of the man she'd married, though.
Per haps she hadn't made such a bad bargain, after all.

Wth the weather holding fine and fair, all passengers
wer e on deck,

scanni ng the | ow, nondescript |land on either side of the
inlet for

sonet hing of interest.

There was little to see, but Kathleen continued to strain
for a first
gl i npse of her new hone.



To her great relief, since that first evening, M.
Egl est on had kept
his distance, with no nore than a polite nod in passing.

She had no way of know ng that Rogan had as good as told
the man t hat

I f he so nmuch as | ooked at Kat hl een Rawson, he woul d end
up wal ki ng the

rest of the way to Baltinore, beginning fromwhere they
happened to be

at the tinme, which was three mles offshore!

Cl appi ng a hand on top of her head to keep her hat from
bl owi ng of f,

Kat hl een stood at the rail and drank in the first | ook at
her new

hone.

"Them | unps of peat over yonder is all that's left of Fort
Hatt er as.

Fort Clark's over on the other side, with Canp Wol tucked
into a neck
I nside the inlet.

Pl ace was plunb overrun with Union forces.

Coul dn't nove wi thout stepping on one of the poor devils.

Tr oubl es, troubles,"
if the | and

itself were responsible for all the woes of manki nd.

the grizzlied first mate nuttered, as

Staring at the sliver of sand, Kathleen waited for her own
troubles to

come back.

She'd | ost her hone, after all, and what little famly she
had | eft.

Li kel y her good reputation, as well, know ng the nmalicious

way Patrice
Rhodes coul d weave a scandal out of thin air.



Yet all that seened irrelevant now, as if time and
di stance had cast a
magi cal spell

Truly, she had nuch to be grateful for

She coul d al nost hear her grandnother's rasping voice
telling her to
gquit sniveling.

"Forget what can't be changed, child. There's work
aplenty for the
| east of God's creatures, so get on with it!"

Somewhere up ahead was an elderly wonman in desperate need
of what she
had to offer.

When they had stood before Josi ah Dunwoody exchangi ng vows
that had no

real meaning in their particular circunstances, she had
made God a

prom se.

She m ght not |ove the man she had married, but she knew
that he | oved

t he woman who had rai sed him and she could respect him
for that.

As long as she was able, she would do her very best to
| ook after Hetty
Rawson as if she were her own nother.

Rogan Rawson woul d never have cause to regret his choice
i f she had
anything to do wth it.

"We're com ng about!" soneone shouted, and she realized
that the first

mate had | ong since |eft her side.

"Let fly the first jib!"



"M nd yer noggins, she's a-layin" over!"

Suddenly, the crew was bustling about like ants in a m ned
hill.

The White Wtch heeled over and took the wind, flying
t hrough the
narr ow channel

She veered sharply eastward, running sone distance off,
but still

wi thin sight of the long, |ow body of |and that was
Hatteras |sl and.

Kat hl een strained for the sight of a town.
She had seen quite clearly the dark, m sshapen rains of

the first
captured fort Sty-ron had pointed out to her, and caught a

glinpse of

what m ght be anot her.

The snudge of darkness that represented woods and perhaps
a town was

| oom ng | arger every nonent.

What sort of town was Hatteras?

Wul d the people Iike her?

Wul d she |ike then?

Suppose Hetty Rawson took an instant dislike to her?
And what about Rogan's friends?

WAs there sone particul ar woman who m ght be heartsick
when Rogan

brought hone a wi fe?

Probably nore than one.

Kat hl een was no authority, but it did seemto her that
Rogan was the



sort of man any worman woul d adm re.

"I reckon we won't be seeing you once Captain Rawson sets
you ashore,"
Amanda Crotts said

Now that they were in the nore protected waters of the
Pam i co Sound,

t he ol der wonan seened to have recovered her good health,
al t hough she

did snell rather strongly of gingerroot.

"How | ong did you say you two have been married?"

"Oh, it's been a while now "

Al'l of two days, Kathleen thought, benused.

Then she asked, "But won't you be com ng ashore, too?"

“"Not likely, dear. There's naught there but a handful of
fi shernmen.

No inn, not even a tavern where a body could refresh
her sel f.

W al ways sl eep aboard when Captain Rawson stops off
over ni ght .

It's generally calm and he anchors out of range of the
pesky
I nsects.

Ashore, they're like to gnaw you to the bone.

Hram see if you have sone citronella sanples you can
give Ms.

Rawson.

Here, fetch ne that case of yours and |let nme see what this
child

needs.

Turni ng back to Kathleen, she said in an undertone, " A



change of

wat er can overset a body's systemif she's not careful,
and you' Il not

find much in the way of a decent physic in this poor,
godf or sakeu

pl ace, begging your pardon, ny dear.

A bl eaker, nore barren place Kathleen had yet to see.

Wth sinking spirits, she wal ked besi de Rogan through the
| oose

scattering of small, weathered houses that seened to
huddl e under the

shelter of huge dark cedars and sprawing |ive oaks.

There were none of the tall, grand buil di ngs she was used
to seeing in
Beauf ort.

As to the streets, they were little nore than cart tracks
t hrough the

sand.

Rogan had sent her trunk ahead in a pony cart, but
suggest ed they wal k

SO as to point out to her various places of interest along
t he way.

The nearest store.

The nearest windmll.

A road that led to a church.

Peopl e stared.

Shaggy, unkenpt horses browsed unfettered.

Two nen tying net in front of a house nodded to Rogan, and
he touched

his cap, but no one seened overly inclined to visit.

Unconsci ously, Kathleen closed cold fingers around Rogan's
har d



f orearm

Crooking his arm he covered her fingers with his own,
patting them
reassuringly.

"Fol ks around here don't see many strange wonen," he
expl ai ned.

"During the war, the banks were overran with sol diers,
nostly Uni on

forces, but other than that, we've been |eft pretty much
to

our sel ves.

They' || conme around.”

Suddenly, Kathleen wasn't sure she wanted themto. They
seened a rough
sort, nmen and wonen alike, fromwhat she could see.

Dressed plainly in serviceable clothing, they had a way of
| ooki ng

directly at a body as if to say, who are you and what are
you doi ng on

ny island?

"D-does Ms. Rawson know about ne?" she ventured as he
turned t hem
into a narrow | ane that edged past a marsh.

"The other Ms. Rawson, you nean? Call her Mz Hetty--we
all do.

There's a dozen Rawsons in the south village al one, a
dozen Burruses,

anot her dozen Ball ances and a |i ke nunber of Austins,
WIlises,

O Neal s, Stowes and suchli ke. W go by given nanes, not
fam |y nanes,

or we'd never get one another straight."

A smle broke the barriers of his stern face.



"I'n the case of two nen holding the sane nane, one's
called old, or

young, or big or little. Wth a woman, it's easier.
She's cal |l ed by

both her own and her husband's given nane."

H s eyes tw nkled down at her as she tried to sort it all
out .

“I'n your case, you'd be called Kathleen Rogan."
Kat hl een Rogan?

Sonehow, that seened far nore personal than Kathl een
Rawson, and she
hadn't even got used to that yet.

By that tinme they had cone upon a whitewashed house
perched on pilings,
much |i ke others she had seen.

Roughly a story and a half, the roof swept down unbroken
by gables to
cover a deep, sheltered porch.

At one end stood a chimey, and jutting fromthe back was
a covered

boardwal k ending in a small, square roomw th anot her

chi mey,

obvi ously the kitchen.

There were no el egant columms, no handsone brick

f oundati on, but the

pl ace was neat and well kept, like all the other houses
she' d seen.

And, like the rest, it showed signs of having weathered a
few st orns.

"My father built it for his first wwfe. There's a sitting
room and a

bat hi ng room on the back, a spare roomthat used to be a
parlor and a

bedroom downstairs. The kitchen's out in the back. |



sleep in the

| oft, and Hetty uses the bedroom so I'll hang a curtain
across the

| oft for tonight. Later on, you mght want to turn out
the old parlor

and make a place for yourself.

" DI to There's a few things out in the shed, or | can
bring you a bed
and a dresser down from Balti nore when | cone south again.

Kat hl een was still trying to assimlate all that when
Rogan | ed her
up onto the porch.

Wt hout bothering to knock, he flung open the front door
and cal | ed
out, "Hetty?"

When there was no i mmedi ate response, he tried again.

"Probably out in the kitchen," he said, but Kathleen
didn't mss his
| ook of uneasi ness.

Per haps he wasn't quite as confident of her welcone as
he'd led her to
bel i eve.

She m ght not know her husband well, but she had been
readi ng the

expressions on little boys' faces for too nany years not
to know when

one of them was hidi ng sonet hi ng.

"I expect she's off visiting Anos. That's Anmps MNair,
over across the

marsh. He'll be your closest nei ghbor, so count on him
for whatever

you need."

Taki ng her by the hand, he |ed her through the house and



out the back
door.

"Hetty! Are you out here?"

Qut of the corner of her eye, Kathleen caught a flicker of
novemnent .
"Rogan, is that "
dr opped,

staring past a large, fenced-in chicken run.

Unconsci ously, she rubbed the hand he'd

Ch, ny nercy, this couldn't be.
"Rogan?" she whi spered uncertainly.

She heard hi msigh, then heard himswear, then he left her
and strode

toward the woman who was daintily picking her way al ong a
pl ank over a

swanpy creek, a homemade bonnet in one hand, a dead
chicken in the

ot her.

Sunlight glinted off the bal dest done Kathleen had ever
behel d on man,

woman or chil d.

"Hetty, what the galloping, blue blazes happened to your
head?"

Chapter Five

By any standards, Henrietta Beshears Rawson was a snall
worran.

Conpared to Kathl een, who was taller than average, she was
chi |l d-si ze.

She coul d have been any age between fifty and seventy,
with | eeway on

ei ther side.

Her conplete lack of hair made it remarkably difficult to



] udge.

The faded gi ngham gown she wore had been patched in a
variety of colors

and patterns, and rose well above what was considered a
decent, nuch

| ess a fashi onabl e, |ength.

Her sturdy nmen's brogans were worn over cotton stockings
t hat had been

pat ched, not darned, using squares of gingham and calico
and a

veritabl e spiderweb of stitchery.

Kat hl een' s opi ni on of her new husband dwi ndl ed rapidly as
she conpared

hi s i npeccabl e bl ack broadcloth suit, his fine linen shirt
and his

gl eam ng bl ack boots with the pathetic costunme this poor
woman was

wear i ng.

She noved away from his side, her back rigid with
di sapproval .

I gnoring her, Rogan said, "Hetty, what the devil have you
done with--"
"Who's that, one of your fancy wonen?"

Under his perennial tan, Rogan's face grew red.

"This is ny wife. Her nane is Kathleen, and she's cone to
stay."

To Kathleen's critical ears, there seened to be sone kind
of warni ng

inplicit in the innocent-seem ng words, but by the tine he
had

conpl eted the introduction, she was no | onger sure of who
was bei ng

war ned about what.

She was nurnuring sonethi ng she hoped was appropriate when
Rogan br oke



I n.

"Hetty, what in God's nane happened this tinme? Your
cl ot hes and what

the hell, did you finally manage to set fire to your own
head?"
"Well, | tried kerosene and | tried manure! What's a body

to do, take
a shotgun to the little devils?"

That was only the beginning.

Wthin mnutes, Kathleen | earned that the poor elderly
wonan she was

supposed to care for had not only shaved her head to rid
hersel f of

lice, she had cone close to bunting down the kitchen to
get rid of an

I nfestation of caterpillars, the latter having hatched out
of the

nyrtl e branches she'd spread over the floor to keep the
fl eas down, the

fl eas having been brought in by a famly of raccoons that
had taken up

residence in the wood bin just inside the door.

"God al m ghty, woman, have you taken conpl ete | eave of
your senses? |

warned you to get rid of those dammed raccoons | ' ' By
the tinme they

sat down to supper, Kathleen was ready to rescind her
marri age vows and

face the hornet's nest of gossip in Beaufort. It could
hardly be worse

than this bedlam Hetty Rawson didn't need a nurse
conpani on, she

needed a keeper!

"Could | trouble you for the salt, Ms. Rawson?"
Hetty asked just as politely as if they were taking tea

with the
par son.



She had dressed for the occasion in a gown of tarnished
bl ack sat een of
a style that had been dated even before the war.

On her head was a length of calico, wapped turban fashion
and sporting

a feather that | ooked suspiciously like it m ght have cone
fromthe

tail of the chicken she'd been carrying earlier.

Kat hl een passed the exquisite crystal salt dish and
wat ched while Hetty
scraped at the lunpy salt wwth a pewter spoon.

"You don't |ike boiled chicken, Ms. Rawson?" the ol der
wonman asked,

arching white eyebrows over a pair of w ckedly glinting
eyes.

“"No, | that is, of course | do. My--1, uh, don't seemto
be very
hungry tonight, that's all."

She was conscious of Rogan's glare, and wondered if she
coul d pl ead
sudden ill ness and | eave the table.

O | eave t he house.
O | eave the island!

She, too, had dressed for dinner, wanting for reasons that
escaped her

now to nmake a favorable inpression on the man she woul d
probably not be

seeing again for many a nonth.

Rogan was still wearing his black suit and white shirt,
al t hough

earlier he had shut hinself into the bathing roomwth a
towel and a

bar of soap, then disappeared up the stairs.



She had waited until he'd conme down, a scow On his

cl ean-shaven f ace,

to go up andchange her travel-worn gown, but for all the
attention he

paid her, she mght as well have stayed as she was i nstead
of changi ng

I nto her second-best outfit, which consisted of a gray
serge skirt cut

down fromone of Alice's old gowns and refashioned in the
| at est

styl e.

Wth it she wore a brown | awn shirtwaist with a becom ng
neckl i ne and a

canmeo that had bel onged to her nother.

Wth no tine to wash and dry the salt fromher hair, she
had si nply

brushed the surface, rebraided it and coiled it on top of
her head.

It was not a particularly becomng style, but it was neat.
At least in the beginning.

She fancied it nmade her | ook suitably capable and mature.
At the |l ast m nute she had unpacked her hand- pai nted
bottle of attar of

roses and dabbed a bit behind each ear.

It was only to bolster her spirits, she told herself.
Only because the stuff would soon turn if she didn't use
it up, and she

coul d never abi de waste.

She m ght as well not have bot hered.

Hetty sniffed once, sneezed, admred her boots and asked
whet her she

wor e stays.

She then proceeded to ignore her except for the occasional



necessary
remark.

Rogan didn't even show that nuch interest.

| ndeed, she wondered why he'd stayed on for supper at all,
when he was
obviously itching to get back to his precious shinp.

"Hetty, about ny books," he began, and both wonen | ooked
at him

"Packed 'em away.
"Hetty," he said warningly.
“Now, Rogan, you know you never read any of them books."

"And that rig you were wearing earlier? What happened to
all your good
cl ot hes?"

"Washed "em That's what | did, | went and washed the | ot
of "em

They're still wet.

Kat hl een watched a small nuscle in her husband' s jaw
cl ench and
uncl ench.

She heard himsay in a suspiciously quiet voice, "Soon's
you' re done
here, Hetty, I'd like a word with you, please. Al one."

"Ch, nme, nowyou're mad with ne, aren't you, boy?"

Kat hl een | ooked fromone to the other of them her
synpat hy, not to

mention her loyalty, on the side of the woman she' d been
hired to | ook

after.

Married to | ook after, actually, but she was past



qui bbl i ng.

Nor did it occur to her that her loyalty m ght be
m spl aced.

Rogan Rawson was certainly capable of |ooking out for his
own
I nterests.

Hetty Rawson obvi ously was not.

Kat hl een, her jaw set and her eyes sparkling, was ready to
do baffle

for her charge when Rogan utterly disarnmed her by saying,
"No, | ove,

["'mnot mad with you. Worried, if you'd know the truth.™

Kat hl een sank back into her chair as the other two stood
up.

As courtly as any polished knight, Rogan took the arm of
the frail old

worman, then turned and asked if Kathl een woul d excuse t hem
for a

noment .

Noddi ng wordl essly, she told herself that she didn't
real ly know either
one of them

How coul d she judge?

So Hetty had packed away a few books and washed her own
cl ot hes.

Was that any reason for Rogan to fly off the handl e?

On the ot her hand, he was obviously fond of the old wonman.
As angry as he had sounded, his eyes had softened when
he' d | ooked at

her, and his voice had quickly lost its stern edge.

And after all, he had gone against his own w shes and



married so the
poor dear woul d have soneone to | ook after her.

How many nmen woul d trade away their freedomjust to have
soneone to
| ook after an old woman who was no bl ood kin?

In the process of clearing off the table, Kathleen

rem nded hersel f

sharply that just because a man took hinself a wife, it
di dn't

necessarily nmean he had given up his freedom

Quite the contrary, if her own observations were to be
bel i eved.

Thoughtfully, she cleared away the renmai ns of the neal
Hetty had
hurriedly prepared for them

Rogan had devoured w thout comment the indifferently
boi | ed chi cken,

| umpy mashed potatoes and stringy beans, as if he was
afraid of hurting

Hetty's feelings.

Kat hl een had managed a few bites, but that was all

Aboard the Wiite Wtch, silence prevail ed, broken only by
t he creaking

of the rigging and the | apping of water along the hull.
Billy, all of eleven years old and the sole support of his
wi dowed

not her, |lay awake in his hamock in the fo'c'stle.

"Hey, Josh, you 'sleep yet?"

"Tryin' hard."

"Why d'you think Cap'n Rogan stayed ashore tonight? He

don't normally
do that once he sees to Mz Hetty's confort."



"He don't normally take hinself a wife, neither. Go to
sleep, Billy,

some things you ain't old enough to understand.”

"I's she com ng back with himtonorrow?"

" Nope. "

"Why not? She's his woman now, ain't she?"

"Maybe she is. Maybe she ain't. Go to sleep, Billy."

Si |l ence.

Then, "Josh, why couldn't we've took '"er with us? She
don't take up

all that nuch room"

"You want to nake sure an' ask the cap'n about that when
he cones

aboard tonorrow, Billy. | "speck he'll be real glad to
have your nose

a-pokin' around in his business."

Rogan | ay awake and gl ared through the darkness at the
quilt he'd hung

bet ween the two ends of the attic |oft.

Dammed | unpy thing cut off the draft so he was fair
swel tering!

No wonder he couldn't get to sleep.

Maybe now t hat she was asl eep, he could shove it aside.
Was she asl eep?

O was she lying on that pallet, afraid to nove,

hal f-afraid to

breat he, wondering what the devil she'd got herself into?

He coul dn't nmuch blane her if she was.

I f he'd been smart, he'd have sent Styron ashore to |et



Hetty know he
was bringi ng soneone honme with him

Maybe then she'd have been on her best behavior.

It mght not be fair, but.

No.

It was better this way.

Kat hl een needed to know what she was up against, and it
wasn't the kind

of thing a man could easily descri be.

Fair

weat her one day, storny the next, with never a hint as to
whi ch was

com ng.

What coul d he say?

That she stol e?

That she |ied?

That she hid things and sonetines set fires?

at she was as good a wonman as ever |ived, but she was
batty as a

bar n?

Al'l that was true.

She'd been a good nother to him

He owed her nore than he coul d ever repay, and what was
nore, he cared

for her.

But if he'd confessed that the poor old thing had | ong

since | ost her
rudder, Kathleen woul d' ve turned himdown fl at.



Gazing at the quilt that hung froma |line across the

m ddl e of the |ong

| oft, Rogan swore softly in frustration. Damed
stiff-necked little

twit, she'd refused the |oan of his bed, claimng a
captain of a ship

owed it to his crew and passengers to get a good night's
sl eep.

So there she lay on a pallet, crowded as close to the Wl
as she could
get.

And here he | ay, as w de-awake as ever he'd been in al
hi s
twenty-ei ght years.

Hel I fire, why hadn't he insisted that Josiah find soneone
nor e
sui t abl e?

An ol der woman.

Sonmeone who woul dn't stare at himout of a pair of
cl oud-gray eyes
until he couldn't latch onto a single sensible thought.

Sonmeone who didn't stiffen up like a ranrod and hoi st that
st ubborn

little chin of hers in the air because she was scared
stiff and

determ ned not to showit.

Wiy did she have to snell |ike roses and soap and warm
sweet wonman,
for all she was so starchy she fairly crackl ed?

What the devil had he been thinking of, to touch her the
way he had

that first night out, to hold her against himand inhale
t he sweet

fragrance of her hair?



Just because it had been his wedding night, and he'd been
restl ess.

That scum Egl eston had been pressing her, and he'd Used it
as an excuse

to leap to her defense, when a word woul d have been
sufficient to send

them both to their cabins.

But he'd been in a strange nood.

After all, it was not every day that a man got married, no
mat t er what
t he reasons.

And so he'd used any excuse to touch her, and now he was
| yi ng awake,

remenbering how warm and fragile she had felt underneath
all that

starchi ness, and he couldn't quit wondering what it would
be like to

really hold her.

To hold her the way a husband was supposed to hold his
wfe.

""Ah, devil take it!" he nuttered, and rolled onto his
back.

At least after tonight he'd not be m ssing any nore sl eep
on her

account .

He woul d nmake it a point to see Della before He cane hone
agai n.

There was no reason his |ife should change just because
he' d signed a
| egal docunent.

Prom ses nmade under duress weren't binding.

O at |least they shouldn't be.



Kat hl een sl ept heavily, the past week having taken its
toll. She

didn't hear Rogan arise, never knew he parted the barrier
quilt and

stared down at her for several |ong nonents.

The first she knew he was fixing to | eave was when she
heard his voice
near the bottomof the stairwell.

He was bidding Hetty farewell and cautioning her to be on
the very best
behavi or.

"i'"l'l be needing ny heavier clothes before too | ong, and
for God's

sake, see if you can renenber where you put ny books, w Il
you?"

There was a | ow murmur, then Hetty's |aughter rang out.

Wil e Kathl een was still scranbling into the clothes she'd
t aken of f

the night before, she heard Rogan say, "Look after the
girl, old

dear.

She's young yet, she'll need you. Take her over to

Anos' s, make her

known around the village, and both of you try to stay out
of trouble

until | get back hone."

"She got a bun in the oven, boy? Are you fixin' to fill
this house up

wi th grandbabies so old Hetty won't find tinme hangi ng
heavy on her

hands? Don't you worry about the two of us, we'll fare
wel | enough.

You just go on off to your fancy city wonen and | eave t hat
girl to
me.



"Il take care of her and any young' uns she drops sanme way
| took care

of you. What's nore, | don't need any here-and-gone
sailor to tell ne

how to go about it! Never did. Don't now Wn't

tonmorrowW"' " Hetty,

you W cked creature, you don't know near as nuch as you

t hi nk you

know.

Hetty's thin cackle rang out clearly against the pleasant
backgr ound of
Rogan' s deep chuckl e.

Snoot hi ng her hair with both hands, Kathleen put on her
haughti est face

to make up for the fact that she had pulled on her gown
over her

ui ghtrail

Her shoes were still unbuttoned, but she couldn't think
where she'd put

her butt onhook.

"Mnd ny wife, Hetty, for | believe she's got a good head
on her

shoul ders in spite of her |ooks."

In spite of her |ooks?

Hal f way down the stairs, Kathleen froze.

"You go to Anpbs if you need anything, you hear? I'll try
to stop in on

nmy way south, weather and passengers permtting."”

In spite of her |ooks?

Furious, Kathleen hoisted her skirts and fairly flewthe
rest of the

way down.

It was one thing to be plain.



It was quite another to hear herself discussed as if she
had no nore
pride than a pig in a nmud hol e.

At the foot of the stairs, she cane to a halt.

If he wished to | eave without doing her the courtesy of
telling her
goodbye, then who was she to deny himthe privil ege?

He neant nothing to her.

Al the sane, there was a wistful |ook on her face when
she st epped

onto the porch to' see himstriding away down the path, a
newy risen

sun glinting off the gold braid and patent-1|eather brim of
hi s bl ack

wool hat.

Stiffening her back in an instinctive attitude of pride,
she was stil
standi ng there when he turned and stared directly at her.

Across a barren stretch of weed-dotted sand, dark eyes net
gray ones
and clung for what seened an eternity.

Unconsciously, Kathleen lifted one hand to her breast.

Alight wwind fromthe southeast picked up the sweet, dusty
scent of

drying fig | eaves and gol denrod, carrying it to her
nostrils.

It stirred a tendril of dark hair across her cheek, and
she brushed it

away and tossed her braid over her shoul der, where it hung
past her

wai st .

A rooster crowed.

From sone di stance away, a dog barked.



From the kitchen behind her canme the sound of netal
cl anki ng agai nst
netal , and Kat hl een suddenly cane down to earth once nore.

Good heavens, no wonder he was staring.
She hadn't even taken tine to wash her face.

It was probably still flushed with sleep, the marks of her
fingers

pressed into her left cheek, as they usually were when she
first

awoke.

She bit her lip and tried to | ook away, but some power in
Rogan' s eyes

hel d her ensnared the way a bl acksnake ensnares a sparrow.
He was only a man, she rem nded hersel f.

No nore, no | ess.

He'd made it plain that she had nothing at all to fear.
He'd gone to Beaufort to find hinself a nursemaid for his
el derly

relative, and that was precisely what he'd got.

It was as sinple as that.

A bubble of irreverent |aughter, caused, perhaps, by too
many restless

nights, trenbled at the corners of her generous nouth.

Suddenl y, as unexpectedly as it had begun, the spell was
br oken.

Shruggi ng her shoul ders, she lifted a hand in a carel ess
gesture and
turned to go into the house.

I f Rogan lingered to stare after her-which he did--she
never knew it.



Wul d not have known what to make of it, if she had.

"Reckon you'll have to do w thout your young rooster for a
spell, won't
you, girl?"

Startl ed, Kathleen turned to the woman who had cone
silently into the
room

Wearing a man's anci ent bathrobe, with head and feet bare,
Hetty was a
sight to behol d.

"My rooster? Ch. You nean Rogan."

“"Marry a mariner, do without. | did. Never |oved ne,
Ednund didn't.

Needed a keeper for the boy.
Now t he boy needs a keeper for ne.

Reckon we're two of a kind, ain't we, girl?
" She cackl ed again, and Kat hl een found hersel f wonderi ng
what ki nd of

wonman Hetty Rawson had been in her youth. She couldn't

al ways have

been bald, winkled and slightly potty.

"He warned ne not to be a trial to you," Hetty said with a
remar kabl y

childlike smle.

Kat hl een' s answering smle was i nmmedi ate and si ncere.
“"Then I'Il try not to be a trial to you, either."

It occurred to her for the first tinme that Josi ah Dunwoody

had shown a
remar kabl e degree of insight when he'd sent her here.



She needed to be needed.

Her grandnot her had needed her, then Alice, then the
chil dren.

Well, now Hetty needed her, whether or not the poor old
dear cared to
admt it.

Her duty clear in her mnd, Kathleen determned to carry
it out to the
very best of her ability.

"I don't want to intrude, Ms. Rawson, but | do need to
know-' ' "

Call me Hetty.

" Eyes tw nkling w ckedly, the old woman sai d, "Reckon
we'll get on

wel | enough. | got ny ways, that's all."

“I"msure you have, and | have no intention of interfering
w th the way

you do things. You just tell nme what chores you dislike
nost, and I'I|

take themon."

"Rogan left you a list of things that need tending. Left
it on the

ki tchen tabl e under the pepper vinegar. First thing you
got to do is

quit nooni ng over that boy. He'll turn up when it suits
him just |ike

his pappy did, and it won't do no good worrying what he's
up to when

he's away. A rooster's a rooster. He'll strut and crow
and tread his

hens, but it's themthat does all the work."

"l assure you--" "Don't need to assure nme. Assure

yoursel f, girl.
Rogan's as fine a man as ever forked a pair o
but he's still

trousers,



only a man, for all that. WIld as they cone, him and
Anos' s boy, and

don't think the wonmen don't chase after 'em Just 'cause
Rogan marri ed

you, that don't change the nature of things. No, sirree,
Bob! Bees

and honey, flowers and bees, you mark ny words."

"Hetty, | assure you I'mnot--"
girl. That

boy's used to buzzing around every flower fromhere to
Bal ti nore and

back. It's a man's nature, that's all.

"Just so you under st and,

Nary a thing you can do about it.

You buttered your bread, now you' re just going to have to
lieinit.

Wth those nuddl ed words of wi sdom the old woman strode
of f, leaving

Kat hleen with a vision of a giant slice of bread sw mr ng
with butter

and honey and swarm ng with buzzi ng bees.

The days flew past as Kathleen |l earned to deal with Hetty
Rawson' s
eccentricities.

The old woman wal ked to the beach each norning, a distance
of nearly a
mle, to gather gravel for her chickens.

The entire island was nade of sand, but when Kat hl een
guesti oned her,

Hetty gave her a | ook of disdain and said, "Sand's sand,
gravel's

gravel. Sand don't nake good eggshells. G avel does."

Near the end of the first week, Kathleen went calling on

t hei r nearest

nei ghbor, Anmbs McNair, with a basket of eggs and a | oaf of
Hetty's

baki ng- powder bread.



She had nmet himthe day after Rogan had left, but at that
time, Hetty

had conpl etely dom nated the conversation, telling Anobs

t hat Rogan's

new bride was fixing to clean out the house, scrub down
the kitchen and

weed the late onions and coll ards Rogan had hired Billy to
set out

earlier.

After that, she was planning to clear out the front room
It was the first Kathleen had heard of her agenda.

Rogan's |ist had nentioned seeing that Hetty ate well,
sl ept in her own

bed each night--that one had given her pause, for she
couldn't imagi ne

whose bed he expected to find her in.

And | ast of all, he had exhorted Kathleen not to all ow
Hetty to bring

home too many gifts fromthe nei ghborhood, which was the
silliest thing

she'd ever heard.

Di sm ssing Rogan's list, Kathleen had accepted her
al ternate agenda in
good grace.

| ndeed, the house needed a good turnout, and the grounds
wer e al nost
beyond hope.

Aside fromthat, she intended to take Rogan up on his
of fer and cl ear
out the spare room downstairs for her own bedchanber.

Meanwhi | e, she'd keep an eye on Hetty to be certain she
didn't wear

hersel f out.

Anmos, a wiry man with a crooked back, a pair of incredibly



bl ue eyes

and a thicket of-white hair that hung past his shoul ders,
t ook great

pains to inform Kat hl een that he woul d be | ooking after
bot h the Rawson

wonen i n Rogan's absence.

"O course, it ain't like Rogan had to ask ne special or
not hi ng. |

been doing for Hetty ever since Ednund passed on to his

reward. Just

a-cause the boy's got two wonenfolk to do for now, that

don't nean |

can't take care of 'em both."

"M. MNair, I'msure Rogan didn't nean to trouble you,"
Kat hl een sai d

hesitantly, not wanting to wound the old man's pride, yet
not wanting

himto feel responsible for their well-being.

He was at |east as old as Hetty, and bent besi des.

Per haps Rogan had intended her to keep an eye on him as
wel | as on

Hetty.

"Storm season comn' on. |'d best see to oiling the

hi nges on t hem

shutters of yours."

That sounded safe enough.

"Yes, that would be nice, thank you,"” she replied.

The ol d dear probably needed to feel useful.

Goodness knows, Kathl een knew all about that.

"Well, 1'd better not stay too long. | left Hetty raking
out the

chi cken house.™"

"She does fancy them chickens o' hers. Reckon if her'n



Ednund had had
a chick o' their own, she'd not worry so over a flock of
dunmb fow ."

Kat hl een mur nured sonet hi ng appropri ate.

One day, she mght find herself surrounded by dogs and
cats or even
chi ckens for exactly the sane reason.

She woul d dearly have loved a famly of her own, but of
course, that
was out of the question now.

As if privy to her thoughts, Anbs said, "Cone 0'er here
and al |l ow ne
make you known to ny famly, Mz Kathleen."

She needed to go, but the old nan seened to enjoy conpany
so much.

Anot her few m nutes couldn't matter.

Standi ng before the mantel, Kathleen tried to show proper
appreci ation

for the several faded tintypes arranged there, along with
vari ous

artifacts, ranging froma tarni shed astrol abe to an

exqui site porcelain

vase.

"This here's ny Maudie. She were the finest woman ever to
wal k t hese

banks, God rest her soul. Lost her'n a daughter, Rose,
and two sons,

Abner and Robert. These is their pictures. They were
fourteen and

fifteen at the tine, fine, strapping boys. Stormtook
"em They were

out a-nulletin' when it blew up sonething fierce. Found
their bodies a

week | ater, caught in the mash up near King's P int."

There was nothing of self-pity in the words, but Kathl een



didn't mss

the fine trenor in the hands that carefully set the
pi ctures back on

the mantel.

Her eyes noved to the last franme and she beheld a face
t hat was al nost
shocki ngl y handsone.

"My youngest boy, Callum" old Anbs said with a quiet
pri de that made
Kat hl een' s heart constrict painfully.

He still had this one, then.
At | east he hadn't lost all those he | oved.

"They was a pair, all right, himand Rogan. Thick as

fl eas on a hound

dog, growi ng up. What themtwo didn't think to get up to
weren't worth

bothering with. Remind ne sonetinme to tell you about the
ol d skel eton

them two found washed out of a bank over on the sound
side. Injun,

nore'n |ikely.

Leastwi se, it weren't nobody | recognized.
" Kathleen couldn't quite manage to swall ow a burst of
horrified

| aught er, and encouraged, the old man continued." Them
two |inbs of

Sat an snuck out after dark and sunk the thing into
Ednund' s oyster bed

and then |ike to died | aughi ng when poor old Ednund haul ed
t hat skul |

up in his rake!

" Kat hl een shuddered, nore at the thought of the gruesone
act than at

Its shameful irreverence." That's awful!

| hope they were suitably chastised.



"Chasti sed!"

Anpbs crowed, slapping his thigh as he rocked back in his
chair.

"Me'n Edmund, we chastised the pair of "emtill their
britches fair

snoked! Then we nade 'em go fetch a spade and dig a
grave, and then

fish out ever' |ast one of themold bones. Gave the poor
ol d sot,

whonsoever he be, a right fair send-off, we did, with
Ednmund readi ng

scripture and Hetty and ny Maudi e singing over "imuntil
hal f the dogs

on the island joined in."

Renmenbering sone of Cal eb's worst pranks, involving toads
and snal |

snakes and t he occasi onal nouse, Kathleen told herself
that life on the

Quter Banks mght be a bit rawer than she had bargai ned
for.

"Gowed up to be a right fine-looking boy, if | do say
so," Anps went
on.

"Fol ks say he's the spittin' imge of ne when | was a
young man, but |
don't know... My eyes is not as blue as Cal's."

Taking the small franed tintype dowmn fromthe mante
agai n, he pl aced

it in Kathleen's hands and stood back as if to invite
conpari son.

Hel pl ess to ignore him she conpared the two nen.

"I believe there is a resenblance. O course, your hair's
pal er now



"1t was white.

White, |ong and unkenpt.

Cal l um McNai r's was obviously blond and wel |l trimed.
He had a beautiful smle.

In fact,' he was a renmarkably attractive man.

"What you waiting for? You took up with Anpbs a'ready,
girl?"

Hetty cane through the open door, hands on her hips, and
surveyed them
bot h.

She was wearing her slat bonnet, which hel ped di sguise her
bal d done.

On entering, she renoved it and stood there as
unsel f consci ous as a

chi l d.

"Been showi ng off yer boy, | see."." She nodded to the
row of pictures

on the mantel." He tell you what a rascal that Callumis?

Bet ween himand ny Rogan, there ain't a girl on the banks
from

Currituck to Caswell that ain't had her heart bruised and
her

petticoats |ifted.

You recall that tinme that mai nl ander conme out here,
a-snoki n' out both
ears?

| thought we was going to have us a wedding for sure,
didn't you,
Anps?

Onliest thing was, he couldn't rigger which o' them
rascals to go



after, for they'd both been sniffin' round his el dest
girl.

The pair of themroared with |aughter, and Kathl een sm |l ed
uncertainly
fromone to the other

Was it tree then?

WAs Rogan a conpl ete womani zer ?

Coul d he change now that he was married?
Wul d he even want to?

For the first tinme, as she lay in Rogan's bed in the | oft
t hat ni ght,

Kat hl een tried to envision their marriage from his point
of view.

It was no nmarriage at all, she concluded, and wondered
what, if

anyt hi ng, she woul d change about their relationship if she
had t he

power .

Ei ght days | ater, Rogan surprised everyone by coni ng hone
agai n.

Wth the house spanking clean, the garden weeded and the
| awn in better

shape than it had been in years, Kathleen had started in
on the unused

parlor, intending to have a bedchanber of her own before
he came hone

agai n.

There were scores of boxes of all sizes, shapes and
descriptions, all
coated with dust and draped w th cobwebs.

She had gone through the first few dozen, finding sone
enpty, sone
filled with crunbling, yell owed newspapers, others filled



with tangl ed
bits of enbroidery thread and not h-eaten yarn.

She'd intended to work her way to the wi ndows today so

t hat at | east

she could throw them open to have sone air while she dealt
Wi t ht he

rest, for it had been stifling hot all week.

Only Rogan had cone hone too soon.

The nonment she heard his firmtread on the porch, she knew
who it
was.

Bl ood rushed to her face, and she froze where she was for
an i nstant.

It turned out to be an instant too | ong.

Just as a shadow bl ocked the Iight fromthe open doorway,
she scranbl ed

to her feet and began yanking at her skirts, which she had
bundl ed up

and tied in a knot |ike a bustle, the better to craw
about .

Her sl eeves were rolled up past her el bows, and her hair
had col |l ect ed
hal f the dust and cobwebs in the room

Standing in the doorway, Rogan was torn between | aughter
and a sudden,

conpl etely unexpected desire to lift his wife into his
arnms and ki ss

her furious, flushed face until she begged for nercy.

From years of practice, he hid every enotion except for
cool
pol i t eness.

"Good afternoon, Ms. Raw son. Have | caught you at an
I nconveni ent
time?"



She swal | owed vi si bly, and her head bobbed in a nervous
gesture.

"M . Rawson.
Captain, that is.
"Have you, ah...lost sonething there on the fl oor?"

My mnd/ Quite definitely, my mnd/ "I was that is, |
t hought, if you

don't have any objection, that is, well, you told nme |
could that is,

Hetty did--and so | thought | woul d!"

The | ook he gave her defied interpretation.

"Then maybe |'d best go find Hetty. Any idea where |
m ght | ook?"

"Try the henhouse, "
at being

caught in such a wetched condition.

Kat hl een retorted sharply, nortified

"Evidently she prefers their conpany to mne."

After another |ong, thoughtful |ook, he turned on his heel
and left.

Kat hl een nopped her browwth a filthy forearm and
wonder ed where she'd
m spl aced her tenper.

It wasn't |ike her to be so cross.
It had to be the heat.

Besi des whi ch, for sonmeone who'd al ways made a point of
good grooni ng,

havi ng been told over and over by her grandnother that
when a body was

born plain, neatness was doubly inportant, she wasn't
maki ng a very



good show ng.

By the time Hetty cane in fromfeeding the chickens,

| eavi ng Rogan to

make a wal ki ng i nspection of the outside of the house,
Kat hl een had

di sappeared up to the loft.

The first thing she did was rehang the heavy, |unpy quilt
over the

rafter, separating the long roominto two separate

sl eepi ng pl aces.

She had taken it down the day Rogan had left to create a
draft between

the small windows in either end of the attic, for in spite
of a few

cool days, the weather would likely be stifling well up

I nto Qctober.

A pallet.

She woul d have to nake up anot her pallet.
And then put fresh linens on Rogan's bed.
But first of all she needed a bath!

The house wasn't neant for three adults, especially when
one of them
was a stranger.

There was no privacy at all, and while she appreciated the
fact that

Rogan t hought enough of his stepnother to build her a
bat hi ng room

I nstead of making do with a basin, a ewer and a thunder
mug, |ike nost

people, she did wish it didn't open directly into the
sitting room

At least it was handy to the kitchen for toting hot water.

The kit chen.



Oh, drat.
Supper!

Havi ng gradual ly taken over the cooking rather than suffer
const ant

I ndi gestion fromHetty's poor efforts, she had planned on
serving the

| eftover nustard greens and corn bread, but there was
hardly enough for

t hree.

Nor was there tine to soak out a side of corned mull et.

It would just have to be bacon, greens, biscuits
and-"Hetty, is there

water in the kettle?" she called down when she heard the
ol der woman

pass near the stairwell.

“Not now, there's not. Rogan took it into the bathing
roomto sluice
off with."

Well, that was just fine.
That was just peachy!

He came hone all spruce in his black suit and polished
boots, with his

hair slicked back and his fingernails all trimred and

cl ean, and here

she was in her stocking feet, with her skirts knotted up
under her

buttocks and her'dress |linp with sweat!

Her hair was flying every which way, and to top it off,
she probably
snelled Iike a blasted whal er.

And he took all the hot water!

Leavi ng her pride behind her, Kathleen tronped down the



Steep staircase
and marched t hrough the house.

Wiil e he was safely in the bathing roomshe would stoke up
the fire and
heat herself a kettle of water.

Two, in fact, one for her hair and one for her-"Need sone
hel p?"

Kat hl een spun around.

A chunk of split pine slipped fromher grasp, and Rogan
| eapt forward
to catch it before it hit the floor.

Her heart hammering, she glared at himas if he'd
committed the veriest
sin.

He was naked fromthe wai st up.

Wet, his powerful bronzed chest and shoul ders gl eaned in
the late
sunlight that slanted through the w ndows.

There was an edge of soap on his left tenple.
He stepped closer, and she stepped back.

Shruggi ng, he opened the stove and poked in the firewood,
along with
several nore pieces.

"Need anot her kettle of water. Never did |like a cold
bat h, even in the

summertinme, did you? By the way, you wouldn't happen to
have cone

across ny spare shirts and small cl ot hes, would you?
Looked for them

when | was here before, but never could | ay hands on

t hem ™

Staring at the solid wall of masculine flesh before her,



at the

swrling pattern of dark haft, Kathleen found herself
mesneri zed by the

sight of a flat nale nipple.

She opened her nouth to reply, then closed it again, quite
certain that

anyt hing she uttered at that nonment woul d be sheerest
nonsense.

"What's the matter, haven't you ever seen the naked nal e
body bef ore,
Ms. Rawson?"

If she'd cared to | ook up, Kathleen m ght have read both
m schi ef and
tenderness in the black eyes that watched her so cl osely.

But she didn't dare.

- Not with her face on fire and her brain as nuddl ed as a
bow of suet
puddi ng.

The best she could do was blurt out the truth, which was
t hat of course
she had, nore tines than she could recall.

Caleb and the twins were male, after all, and she'd bat hed
them all at
| east once a day.

But there was mal e, and then there was nal e.

And not hi ng she had seen before, certainly not her three
young nephews,

or Morton, or even handsonme Daniel Bell, who worked

bar e- chested al |

sumrer at the gristm ||l at Mrehead, had ever affected her
t he way

Rogan di d.

She felt quite sinply as if she were in the presence of
sonme rare and



unt aned creature who threatened her in ways she couldn't
even begin to
i magi ne.

" Kat hl een?"
Rogan said softly.
"Darling, the kettle?"

Laughi ng, he held it out to her, and she took it and went
blindly to
t he sink.

Sonmething in the water, Amanda Crotts had warned her.

but there'd been nothing in Hrams sanple case for the
mal ady that had

afflicted her in the three weeks since she'd set foot on
Hatt er as

| sl and.

Chapter Six

Tensi on hamrered out between themuntil Kathleen could
hardl y breat he,

but if Rogan was affected, he did an adm rable job of
concealing it.

Kat hl een | ooked everywhere but directly at him while he
couldn't seem

to take his gaze off her pale face, with the scattering of
freckl es and

the smal |l patches of color high on her cheeks.

Her eyes glittered with anger, and her hair was |ike a
dark silken
jungle laced with torn cobwebs.

It was Hetty who broke the spell
"Thought I'd cured you of comng in to supper half naked,

boy. Reckon
| can do it again if you've forgot."



Turning the scrap bucket down over a stunp on the back
porch, the old

wonman exam ned the soles of her shoes and stepped into the
room

Rogan grinned, and Kathl een, rel eased from bondage, began
filling the
kettle.

"Believe ne, |I've never forgotten it, Hetty, darling," she
heard him

say.

“I"l'l put on a shirt as soon as | can lay hands on a cl ean
one.

| seemto have m splaced ny cl ot hes.

Kat hl een, where'd you put them when you unpacked your
trunk?

"Where did | put what? Your clothespress was enpty, so |
hung a few of

my gowns there. As to the rest, | would certainly never
go into your
drawers. "

"Ch, of course not,'
whet her he

m strusted her in particular or wonen in general, or
whet her he had

never outgrown the sort of crude nmasculine remarks that
passed for

hunmor anong adol escent nal es.

he said dryly, leaving her to wonder

Setting the kettle on the range, she turned to go, her
head hel d hi gh

as if aregal attitude could nake up for the sad state of
her

gr oom ng.

"1l be dowmn in alittle while to start on supper.™



Unable to help herself, she nade the m stake of gl ancing
over her
shoul der.

He was | eaning, bold as brass, against the door frane, a

t hunb ' hooked

under the wai st of his black broadcloth trousers, with one
boot ed f oot

crossed over the other, grinning as if he could see right
into her

addl ed brain.

Her face burning, she hurried al ong the passageway and
Into the
house.

Two hours | ater, Kathleen was nental ly rearranging
furniture to nmake

roomfor the dining table in the sitting room where at
| east a body

coul dbr eat he.

By the tinme she had sliced off a hand's width of side neat
and fried it

crisp, baked a pan of butterm |k biscuits and heated the
greens, she

m ght as well not have bothered to bathe and put on a

cl ean gown.

She had brushed cobwebs and dust from her hair and pinned
It up into a
neat roll, but it was already beginning to slide free.

Hetty wi ped her lips with her yell owed damask napkin, then
used it to
fan with, scattering crunbs across the floor.

Kat hl een bl ew a strand of hair off her cheeks and enjoyed
t he nonentary
feeling of cool ness on her danp skin.

Seei ng Rogan's attention taken up by buttering and
dri bbling nol asses
on his seventh biscuit, she surreptitiously twisted a



hai rpi n and
shoved it in again.

The hi gh-banded col |l ar of her black | awn gown grew danper
by the

nmonent, and she felt a trickle of perspiration inch down
bet ween her

breasts.

Unbi dden, her eyes lifted to Rogan's broad chest, clad in
the sanme |inp
shirt he had taken off before he bathed.

The garnent was | oose-fitting, thin and laid open to
capt ure what ever
feeble breeze found its way into the overheated room

The sl eeves were rolled up to reveal powerful, bronzed
forearnms, but it
was on his throat that her w stful gaze |ingered |ongest.

It was bare all the way down to where the dark hair
comrenced to cur
flat on his chest.

There were tines when nodesty demanded an unrealistic
price froma

wonan, Kathl een thought irritably as she passed the
br eadbasket to

Hetty and the last slice of bacon to Rogan.

Wi |l e he hel ped hinself, she tugged at her collar and
stretched her
neck a bit.

Conme bedtinme, there would |ikely be a band of heat rash
gi rdling her
t hr oat .

In an effort to distract herself fromthe oppressive heat,
she said

brightly, "Hetty, what did you nean earlier this evening
when you said

you' d cured soneone of sonething?"



"Cur ed?"

Hetty paused in the act of fishing the drowned biscuit out
of her
coffee cup and | ooked up.

"I think ny wife is speaking of the way you cured Papa and
me of com ng
to the table wi thout our shirts,

Rogan nudged gently.
"Did I do that?"

The old woman blinked in surprise.

"Yes, you did, ma'am And very effectively, as | recall."”

Taking pity on the woman, who had evidently had anot her of
her frequent

smal| | apses of nenory, Kathleen sent Rogan a speaki ng

| ook.

She'd only been making idle conversation.

It had not been her intent to cause enbarrassnent to
either of them
but Rogan refused to let the matter drop.

“If I recollect rightly, it was August--one of those days
when the

air's so wet a nman needs gills to breathe,
tilting back his

chair.

he began,

"Papa and | had been down to the landing all norning,
scrapi ng the

bottom of the yawl boat. It's hot, dirty work, ma' am in
case you

don't know it. W'd washed off outside at the punp and

| eft our boots

on the porch, but it just didn't occur to us to button
ourselves into

clean shirts in the mddle of the day. Hetty had baked a
fl ounder for



dinner, all layered over with salt pork, and I'mafraid we
have to and

comrenced to eating without waiting to be prayed over or
even invited

to partake.™

He grinned slowy in renmenbrance, and Kat hl een wat ched,
fascinated in

spite of herself by the remarkabl e change a broad smle
coul d make in

his hard, irregular features.

"Then Hetty here, she cane in and took one | ook at the
pair of us and

turned tail. |I'mashamed to say we didn't take nuch
notice. O if we

did, I reckon we thought she'd just forgot to fetch
sonething to the

table."

He chuckl ed and shook his head.

"We' noticed a few mnutes later, all right. She marched
back into the

kitchen and sat down to dinner, naked as a that is to say,
bare from

t he wai st up."

Kat hl een al nost strangl ed.

A vision of the scene rose before her, and she darted a
qui ck | ook at

t he bal d- headed woman who was daintily picking crunbs off
her pl ate

with her thunb and licking them off.

Her gaze slid to Rogan's, and at the | ook of barely
concealed mrth in
his eyes, it was all she could do not to expl ode.

Rogan watched his wife's expressive gray eyes dance with
| aught er, saw

her lips twitch and saw her suck in her cheeks in an
effort to contain



hersel f.

As cool as you please, she turned to Hetty and said, "It's
been ny
experience, ma'am that children and hound dogs renenber a
si mpl e

denonstration a | ot |onger than they renenber any anount
of
preachi ng.

Don't you find that to be true?

A few hours later, the kitchen long since tidied and the
bread set to

rise for norning, Kathleen stepped out onto the porch for
a last breath

of air before heading upstairs to her pallet.

It would be stifling up there with the heat of the day
trapped under
the roof and the quilt preventing the free flow of air.

"Hear that?"

Rogan spoke quietly fromthe shadow area near the
railing.

"Poor WIl's w dow "

It came again, the soft, distinctive cry of the evening
bird, and
Kat hl een stepped closer to the rail.

"I thought you'd gone to visit Anps,"” she said quietly.

She sensed rather than saw hi s nod.

"Did. Canme back when he dozed off. |'I|l be gone again
come norni ng,
but I wanted a word with you before you went up to bed."

Kat hl een refused to credit the feeling of disappointnent
t hat swept
over her at his announcenent that he'd be gone so quickly.



It was illogical, to say the least, for there was nore
work to do and
| ess freedomin which to do it when he was hone.

Besi des that, he nade her unconfortabl e.

"Hetty's faring quite well, if that's what you' re
concerned about.

She's up with the sun every norning, after her gravel.
She eats well, and enjoys fussing with her chickens.

Sews a | ot, too.

| don't believe she even noticed when |I took over the
housewor k and

cooki ng, she's so busy working on those quilts of hers.
She finished two nore this past week.

I, urn, bought a dollar's worth of calico fromM. Stowe's
store for

her .

| hope you don't m nd.

Rogan renoved a cigar fromhis pocket, rolled it between
his fingers

and replaced it.

“"No, | don't mnd. \Watever makes her happy, that's all |
care

about .

W' ve an account with A J. Stowe, so buy what you need."
"Does she make themto sell?"

Kat hl een per si st ed.

"The quilts? Not to ny know edge."



St andi ng beside the tall, sinewy figure, close enough to
feel the heat

of his body but not close enough to risk brushi ng agai nst
hi m Kat hl een

ni bbl ed on her |ower |ip.

"I only wondered. Seens to ne that we've nore than enough
quilts for a
famly of twelve."

And then she felt her face begin to burn in case he
m st ook her words
for a hint that she would welcone a larger famly.

"l suppose she's making themfor your crew and
passengers. "

She thought about the wet bedding M. Egleston had
conpl ai ned of.

But then she also recalled that the blanket on Rogan's
bunk aboard the

Wite Wtch had been tightly woven of creany wool, with a
pal e bl ue

band worked into the borders.

| ndeed, she could hardly conceive of anyone with a choice
in the matter
choosing to use one of Hetty's |lunpy creations.

They were patched together of scraps in no discernible
pattern, tufted

rat her than quilted, and so heavy that a body woul d be
crushed under

t heir wei ght.

Rogan shr ugged.

CGod only knows why she insists on naking the things, but
as long as it

keeps her out of trouble, I'Il not Conpl ain.

" " | should hope not,"
not sure what

Kat hl een said defensively." I'm



you nmean by trouble, but | do know t hat handi work has
gotten nore than
one wonan through a bad patch in her life.

Busy hands have a way of lulling troubled m nds.
" That much she knew from personal experience. Beside
her, Rogan

shifted so that his armnonentarily brushed agai nst her
shoul der.

Renmenbering the way Morton used to invent excuses to touch
her, to

brush agai nst her seem ngly by accident, she stiffened and
noved

farther along the rail.

"Don't |et her good behavior fool you into dropping your
guard,
Kat hl een. "

Her guard?

"Hetty can be a holy terror, but she's still ny nother.
Leastw se,

she's the one |I renenber best. My own nother died when
was no bigger

than a m nute. Papa gave the running of his ship over to
anot her man

so he could stay hone and take care of ne, but when the
Wtch took to

| osing too nuch noney, running into bad weat her and

suf feri ng damage,

| osing entire crews to crinps and such, Pa left me in the
care of

nei ghbors and took her over again. Truth is, | ran wld
until the day

he cane home with Mss Hetty.

"Fromthat day on, though, ny life changed. Hetty fed ne,
cl ot hed ne

and managed to keep nme from breaking ny fool neck or

| anding in nore

trouble than | could handle. She did her best to civilize



me before

turning nme |l oose on the world, and for that alone, |'ll
forever be

grateful to her. Try to have patience with her, will you,
Kat hl een?

She'll drive you up a tree if you let her, but for all her
wly ways,

she's a good worman. She gave up any famly she m ght have
had when she

marri ed Pa and noved out here. She took care of nme when
needed it

nost, so for ny sake, | ook after her for nme, will you?"

| mpul sively, Kathleen laid a hand on his arm nore touched
t han she
cared to admt by the unexpected revel ation.

Whil e he m ght | ook hard as bedrock, Rogan was not
I nvul ner abl e.

"We get on very well," she told him

“I"'msure Hetty is a dear woman, for all her ways, and |
want you to

know |'mnot a bit put off by her-by the way she--" "The
way she

| ooks?"

Hs smle was a flash of brightness in the dark.

"I can't say | wasn't shocked when | saw her |ooking |ike
a peel ed

onion. And here |'d especially been wanting you two to
make a good

| mpressi on on one another."

Remenbering her own shock at the sight of the bal dheaded
wonan who had

greeted themthat first day, Kathleen |aughed softly, and
as if

startled by the sound, Rogan stared at her through the
dar kness.



"Kat hl een?"

A hol | ow pl ace opened up in her chest for a single
hear t beat .

But then the spell was broken.

Rogan st epped back, and Kat hl een noved away and snoot hed
her skirt over
her hips with unsteady hands.

"My, it's warmtonight," she nurnured nervously.
"1'"d best be sure Hetty's wi ndow s open. Sonetines she
forgets.”

Rogan wat ched her di sappear into the house, her slender
figure with its

I npossi bly tiny wai st and delicate shoul ders swayi ng
slightly despite

the alnmost mlitant stiffness of her bearing.

Yes, sonetines poor Hetty forgot.

Forgot to open her w ndow to the sunshine, forgot to close
It to the
rain.

She desperately needed soneone to watch over her when
Rogan was away.

As for Rogan hinself, he'd better make dammed sure he
didn't get to

feeling too needy hinself and forget why he had narried
the girl and

brought her here.

He m ght find hinmself wondering now and then what it woul d
be like to
t ake her to bed, but he needed her too much to risk it.

He respected her.

Hel |, he even |iked her.



Al of which neant that he'd best |eave well enough al one.
The storm struck with stunning fury.

Kat hl een bolted up fromher pallet in or/e novenent as a
bl ast of
t hunder expl oded over her head.

A ball of blue fire danced in through the open w ndow,
circled the
room bounced off the chimey, then di sappear ed.

Wth her thin nmuslin night rail clinging |Iike a second
skin to her danp

body, Kathleen stood trenbling, her feet tangled in her
runpl ed

beddi ng, afist crammed agai nst her nouth to keep from
screamng in

terror.

"You all right?"

Rogan pushed aside the curtain between them and stared at
her, his face
that of a stranger in the flickering illum nation.

Li ghtning flashed conti nuously, the thunder, aside froma
singl e

ear-shattering burst, seemng to cone from sone distance
away.

Abruptly, she renmenbered to breath.

"Yes... At least, | think so. Do you think it did
any--any--dd--"

"Damage? | expect we'd know if it'd struck a chi mey.
M ght have got

a tree, but at least it didn't conme through the roof."

Kat hl een swal | owed hard, then fought to suppress a giggle.

In the brief glinpse she'd had of her tall, stern husband,
with his



naked chest and nether regions half-hidden behind one of
Hetty's nore

dreadful quilts, this one of sulfur yellow, snuff brown
and faded pi nk,

Rogan had | ooked rather |ike a Roman enperor clad in the
worl d's

ugliest toga that dropped alarmngly low on his left hip.

She was still trying to recall the exact inage when a
del uge of rain
struck the side of the house with a deafening roar.

"Oh, the window" she gasped and turned to sl am down the
sash over her

pal | et.

“It"s not raining in on this end,"” Rogan shouted over the
noi se.

“I''l'l leave it open for air."

"Hetty!"

Kat hl een cried, renenbering that the bedroom downstairs
was on the wet

si de of the house.

"What el se is open?”

Rogan' s voi ce was nuffl ed.

In the constantly flickering lightning, she could see that
the quilt

had been dragged asi de, and Rogan was fastening his

trousers.

"You check on Hetty. Be sure her bed didn't get wet.

"1l check the
rest, all right? Watch the stairs! And take that |anp
W th you,

that's what it's there for."

Al ready three steps down and feeling her way, she cane
back for the



| anp that stayed on the shelf at the top or the bottom of
the stairs.

Sudden squal | s made her edgy, though she wasn't afraid of
t hem

Hurrying through the dark house, they crossed and bunped
I nto each

ot her several tines as they slamed w ndows shut all

ar ound.

The w nd switched back and forth.

Rogan dashed upstairs and shut the other attic w ndow, and
by the tine
he cane back downstairs, Kathleen had Iit another |anp and
was | oweri ng
t he chi mey.

Bet ween the kitchen and the house proper, Rogan had got
hi msel f

drenched, his shoulders glistening warmy in the yell ow
| i ght.

Kat hl een did her best not to stare.

Curling her bare toes on the cool floor, she was consci ous
of the

gritty feel of the sand that had blown in through the open
W ndow | ust

before the squall had struck.

The damp nuslin felt clammy agai nst her bare skin.

Her hei ghtened senses quivered with awareness of Rogan's
flickering

shadow as it clinbed the opposite wall; of the dusty snell
of thirsty

ground and coal -oil fromthe | anp.

Last of all she becane conscious of the way Rogan was
staring at her.

He had gone very still, his feet braced slightly apart,



his arns

hangi ng at his sides.

"What are you... No, Rogan. Please, no,"
her eyes

wi deni ng as she noticed his gaze noving over her body.

she whi sper ed,

Danp nuslin could be far too reveali ng.

Crossing her arnms over her breasts, she began to edge
toward the

stairwell, but to reach it, she would have to pass within
I nches of

where he was st andi ng.

"Pl ease, " she whi spered again, her eyes wi de and nore
appeal i ng than

she coul d possibly know.

Unconsci ously, she was shaking her head fromside to side
i n denial of

t he i nevitable.

How coul d she have been so stupid!

By the tinme she was thirteen years old, she'd known better
than to show

herself in Mirton's presence unless she was covered from
head to toe

and aproned on top of that!

Men t ook advant age.

They al ways di d.

Alice had told her that.

Al'i ce had warned her, not about Mrton, but about other
nen.

About all nen.

It had been one of the maids who had warned her about
Morton, but by



that tine, she already knew.

Each ti ne she caught hi mwatching her that way, his wet
| i ps gone

sl ack, his pale eyes glittering, she had felt |ike
scrubbi ng hersel f

all over with |lye soap

More than once she'd asked himnot to | ook at her that
way, only to
have himthreaten to send her off to the orphanage.

"Kathleen, I--" "No. Don't cone any closer. You can't
send ne away,

Rogan, |I'mtoo old. And besides, | know ny rights as a
wfe."

"And | know m ne as a husband,"” he countered.

Arnms still crossed over her bosom she narrowed her eyes

at him not
trusting the teasing note in his voice.

"We have an agreenent, sir," she rem nded him

"I"'mwell aware of that, madam You were to shut Hetty's

wi ndow and

see to her bedding, and | was to do the rest. | trust
you' ve fulfilled

your end of the bargain?"

The air left her lungs in an audi bl e whoosh, and she
continued to stare

at hi m suspi ci ously.

Was he serious or was he teasing her?

For the life of her, she couldn't tell which.

Alice had no sense of hunor at all, and as for Morton,
brand of

teasi ng had al ways nmade her feel sonehow soil ed.

Wth Rogan, it was different.

hi s



Alnost as if he were inviting her to laugh with him

Warily, she ventured a smle, then quickly bit her lip
when he didn't
sm | e back.

"Kathleen, if you're frightened of storns--" H's voice
seened to

surround her in the dimy lit room raising goose bunps on
her fl esh.

"Frightened."? O a little rain? | haven't seen rain in
so long, |
assure you, it's nost wel cone.”

Her voi ce sounded al nbst calm not easy under the
ci rcunst ances.

"As for being frightened, we've storns aplenty in
Beaufort, every bit

as fierce as this. If that's all;then I'll bid you
goodni ght . "

"The floor's wet. M nd you don't slip on the stairs."
There was a velvety quality in his voice that made her

even nore uneasy
t han t he weat her

"If you're hinting for me to nop your floor, | do believe
"1 wait

until nmorning. For all | know, your roof |eaks |like a

si eve. "

He chuckl ed, and Kat hl een fought to suppress a nervous
| augh.

For some reason, she felt unusually vul nerable.

Hs sml|e was enough to knock her defenses tail over
t opknot .

Shared | aughter in the mddle of the night was nore than



she coul d
handl e.

For the rest of the night, Kathleen | ay awake, stubbornly
refusing to
admt that her pallet was too danp for confort.

Stiff as a board, she was alert for the slightest sound
from beyond t he
quilt.

The rain had ended, all but an occasional flurry.
The air was cl ose, but not nearly so hot as it had been.
For that, at |east, she was grateful.

Long before Hetty's favorite rooster wal ked to the end of
hi s pine

bough and stretched his neck to crow, Kathleen was up and
quietly

gat hering her clothes and shoos.

She sorely mssed the privacy of having the loft to
hersel f.

She woul d have to get dressed in the bathing room which
was scarce big
enough to swing a cat.

Taking tinme only to brush out her hair and rebraid it, she
felt for her

hai r pi ns, added themto the stack, and tiptoed downstairs,
headi ng for

the kitchen to collect the kettle of warm wat er.

Rogan was al ready seated at the table, chaff tipped back
as he cradl ed
a tankard of coffee between his |arge, capabl e hands.

The range was crackling hot, the kettle steam ng, and a
fresh pot of
coffee was sending off a tantalizing arona.



He | ooked around when she entered the room

"I tried to be quiet, but I reckon | didn't do a very good
job of it.

You should have rolled over and gone back to sleep to nmake
up for | ast

ni ght."

"I slept perfectly well |ast night, thank you."
Enbarrassed at being caught a second '"tine in a state of
near undress,

she spoke nore curtly than she m ght have.

It was a lie, as well.

She'd | ai n awake for hours.

He sent hera nocking grin.

"Funny...|l could ve sworn that was you rushing around

sl amm ng w ndows

in the mddle of the night, but maybe | dreaned the whole
t hing."

"I nmeant afterward,"” she nunbl ed.

She reached for the kettle, intent only on escaping.

"Hetty slept through everything. | |ooked in on her a few
m nut es ago
and opened her wi ndow again. Bully'll sound the alarm

before | ong."
"Bul | 'y?"

"Don't tell nme you haven't net old Bully. He's her pet
rooster."

"The one who's al ways causi ng troubl e?"

"That's Bully. | think Hetty raises up young cocks just
for the



pl easure of seeing that old rascal beat the |iving
dayl i ghts out of

them That was one of the |losers we ate your first
eveni ng here.™

Kat hl een's stomach threatened to turn on her.
She renenbered the chicken well.

It had been tough and stringy and ill seasoned.

"l could never nane an animal | raised for the table."'
Rogan nerely

shrugged." Any | ast questions about how to go on?

" he asked as she headed out of the kitchen with the
steam ng kettle.

" None at all.

I f you've any conplaints, then |I'd as soon hear them now
as worry about
hearing them | ater.

He sm | ed, and she was unconfortably aware of everything
about himthe
way his cheeks |ifted, causing his eyes to narrow.

The way his sharply chiseled lips pulled slightly to one
si de when he

smled, revealing one chipped tooth anong all the perfect
ones.

The way his eyes seened to dance like light reflecting on
dark tippled
wat er .

The way she seened to gl ow i nside whenever he | ooked at
her the way he
was | ooki ng at her now.

Sl ow y, he shook his head.

"No conplaints. No commands. One caution--no, make that



t wo
cautions."

She braced herself, gripping the wooden handl e of the
heavy copper
kettle.

Rogan unfol ded his length fromthe table and renoved it
from her
nervel ess fingers, replacing it on the stove.

"I wanted that, Rogan! | haven't even washed ny face
yet."

"Slack off, girl, you nake ne nervous. Put nme in mnd of
a cat | once

rescued fromthe tide when she cane floating past the back
door on a

chunk of firewood. No natter what | said, no matter how
tried to

fish the poor wetch out of the water, she kept digging
her claws into

that firewood, facing ne down |ike she expected ne to
knock her off her

raft and drown her."

"Acat? | remnd you of a hal f-drowned cat?"

He gri nned.

"Scared stiff, she was. Ch, | managed to rescue her, al
right, but

she near about tore nme up before | could bundle her into a

bl anket .

Never coul d abide cats after that."

"Capt ain Rawson, |--" "Rogan."

"Captain--" He drained his coffee cup, then slamed it
down on the

t abl e.

"Look, wonman, we've already settled the matter. You're to



call nme by

ny given nane. Now that that's understood, heed ny words
again. First

off, let ne caution you agai nst taking on too nuch and
maki ng yoursel f

il

Wth Dr. Brachum gone, there's not a physician nearer than
t he

mai nl and, and nobody here who can-spare the tine to take
you across the

sound.

Secondly, don't let Hetty fool you.

"Il not say she's batty, but--" " Batty!
" Kat hl een was furious that he woul d even suggest such a
t hi ng.

She was di sappointed in him too, for in spite of the way
he teased the

poor woman, and even |lost his tenper with her, she had
never before had

cause to doubt that he | oved her.

"I said | wouldn't say she was batty,"
SWor e.

he began, then he

"Damm t, wonman, don't tw st ny words!"”

"I didn't tw st anything! You said she was batty, and
she's not!

She's sinply--not young any nore."

They were both standi ng now.

Kat hl een's arns were once nore crossed over her bosom her
chin thrust

forward and her eyes as hard as flint.

Braci ng hinself on his hands, Rogan | eaned across the
table to confront



her, his eyes narrowed to glittering slits.

"It'd serve you right, young lady, if | let you find out
for

your sel f!

If you're so almghty wonderful--" "I never clainmed to be
wonderful "

"No, but Josiah clainmed it for you! I ask himto find ne

a sensible

worman, sonmeone who woul dn't m nd noving out here to the
banks, but no,

he had this wonderful young femal e he clainmed was j ust
what | needed!

The only fly in the ointment was that | had to marry her.

Fly in the You did not have to marry ne!
| never, ever wanted that!

" The fringe on her forehead was standi ng on end where
she' d sl ept on

it, and her braid had al ready unravel ed hal fway down her
back.

| gnoring her, Rogan grunbled, "Dammed if he didn't sucker
me good,

telling me what a bl asted wonder you were. The ol d goat
had ne

believing that the last thing | needed was one nore old
worman to worry

over. She's young, he said--she'll pull her weight.

Pl ain, prissy,

proud as a hog on ice, but the inportant thing was that
you were

heal t hy, a good hard worker with a cool head on your
shoul ders. "

Stricken, Kathleen felt the starch go right out of her
def enses.

"P-prissy? Proud?"



She'd never been proud in her life.

Leastw se, not proud proud.

Not the kind of proud that goeth before a fall.
"And plain," Rogan rem nded her ruthlessly.

"But since | wasn't |ooking for a new m stress, that part
di dn' t bot her

me. It was the rest of it | was interested in. The part
about havi ng

good health, a strong back and a cool head on your

shoul ders. "'

Kat hl een snatched up the kettle, sloshing water over her
wist. She

gasped and tried to ignore the stinging pain, but Rogan
was too quick

for her.

"What the devil have you done now?" he grunbl ed, reaching
for her
arm

“Not hi ng! "
"Don't be childish, give ne your wist."

She snatched her arm away, endangering herself again, and
he renoved

the kettle, sat it back on the stove, grabbed the back of
her ni ght

rail before she could get away.

"Dammt, woman--' ' " | told you to | eave ne al one!

Don't you have a ship to sail or sonething?

"If you' ve burned yourself, you'd dammed wel |l better take
care of it

before it goes septic! |I told you we didn't have a doctor
out here."



Taki ng her by the hand, he yanked her arm under his and
clanped it
agai nst his body, holding her wist toward the |ight.

Kat hl een fought, but she m ght as Wl |l have done battle
with a tidal
wave for all the good it did her.

"Don't make ne hurt you, Rogan, |'mwarning you."

The hard hand that cradl ed her arm burned her skin even
nore than the
scald, but she could hardly tell himthat.

"You' re warning ne?"

Reaching for the flour bin with his free hand, he tilted
her a
qui zzi cal | ook.

"Darling, if I'd known you didn't have the sense God gave
a barnacl e,

|'d have nmarried Louisa and |eft you right where | found
you. Now hol d

still while |I dammed well make a poultice out of this
stuff."

"I don't think I want you poulticing ne. What do you know
about
medi ci ne?"

"A dammed sight nore than you do, |I vow. Who d'you think
nmends br oken
heads when ny crew goes ashore up in Baltinore?"

"I"d sooner trust Billy than you," she nmuttered, not
because it was the

truth but because she would die before admtting that the
fl our paste

he'd just spread over her scalded wist had | eached the
pai n right out

of iIt.

The trouble was, if he'd cracked her armli ke a piece of



ki ndl i ng, she
probably woul dn't even have noti ced.

Al'l she was consci ous of was how strong he was, how gentle
hi s touch
and the strange effect his nearness was having on her.

Racki ng her brain to renenber what she'd been so upset
over, she

blurted, "She--she's not batty, you know. Just because
she quilts a

| ot and wears strange cl othes."

"Or none at all. How about shaving her head?"

"She had reason for that, and her hair will grow back.
It's already
started to grow. "

"Just be warned, that's all |I'm asking."

Rel easi ng her hand, he stepped back, studying her face as
I f searching
for any sign of weakness.

Kat hl een tilted her chin, only too aware of her plain
cotton night
rail, her tangled hair and her bare feet.

Never again, she vowed, would he catch her lids way, if
she had to
sl eep in her clothes!

"I reckon I'lIl be leaving then. If you're sure you'll be
all right?"
"OF course I'll be all right."

He continued to study her silently for another nonent,
then, as if
maki ng up his m nd about sonething, he nodded.

"That's it, then. If you need anything before | get back,
call on



Anos.
" ' Perversely, now that he was actually going, Kathleen
found she

didn't want himto | eave--not quite yet. She told herself
that it was

only because she wanted a chance to prove himw ong about
her, then she

told herself she was the batty one, not poor Hetty." You
may set your

mnd at rest, Rogan.

"Il take very good care of Hetty for you.
" He reached for the hat that was.

hangi ng on a peg by the back door.

"l reckon you will, at that."

And before she could think of an excuse to keep himthere,
if only for

anot her few nonents, he was gone.

This tinme she refused to watch him go.

There was sonet hi ng about that man that set her mnd
atilt, and she

hadn't the |east notion of what it was.

He certainly wasn't the handsonmest nman in the world.
Nowher e near as handsone as that son of Anops's.

There was not hing fancy about his clothes--in fact,

j udgi ng by the way

t hey hugged his body, he'd outgrown themall years ago.
She si ghed.

At the sound of the rooster's crowi ng, she collected the
kettl e and

headed for the bathing roomto ready herself for another
day.



Rogan paced the deck on his way across the sound.

It was not his own deck, and he bl aned nost of his
restl essness on that
fact.

Wth the business of off-loading a consignnent of
manuf act ur ed

househol d furnishings at Elizabeth Gty and taking on a
deck | oad of

machi nery bound for Morehead, he had taken a sudden notion
to | eave the

Wtch under Dick Styron's command and hitch a ride on a
packet bound

out to the banks to deliver a piece of equipnment for the
new Hatteras

i fesaving station.

By the tinme they left the Pamico Sound and headed up the
Al bemar | e,

Rogan had been unable to rid his mnd of the inmge of
Kat hl een as he

had | ast seen her, dressed in a shapel ess cotton tent that
covered her

fromchin to toe, with her hair in a rope down her back,"
her face

still flushed fromsleep and her eyes those great gray
eyes that were

nestled in the thickest, |ongest, silkiest |ashes any
nortal had ever

been bl essed with snapping fire at himfor daring to tend
her wound.

Don't make nme hurt you, Rogan.

Was that truly what the little baggage had sai d?

A slow smile spread across his face.

Squi nting against the sunlight, he recalled the way she'd
stiffened up

and jutted that little chin of hers, |ike a doe sensing
danger.



Oh, he knew her secret, all right.

That starchi ness, that confounded pride of hers, was her
only defense
agai nst the world, her defense against being hurt.

God knows he was no threat to her.

He m ght tease her now and then just to get a rise out of
her, but
surely she knew he neant her no harm

Had Ki ngsl ey teased her, too?

Had t hat been his way of throw ng her off guard?

His fists curled at his sides.

From what Josi ah had said, she'd had a narrow escape.

She m ght not be an eye-catching beauty, but no man with
eyes in his
head coul d call her plain.

A woman with skin as fine as silk, with lips so soft a man
wanted to
reach out and touch them

, a woman with eyes |ike the shadow of rain, so |arge, so
clear, so

full of dreans and fears-Well, dammt, she m ght not be
pretty in the

ordi nary sense, but no man could call her plain!

Forcibly shifting his thoughts to a safer channel, Rogan
made up his

mnd to pay Della a visit before he took the Wtch up the
canal to

Vi rgini a.

There'd be tine to spend at | east one night with her, and
anot her on
the return trip.



That ought to help himhold a steadi er course the next
time he went
hone.

Chapter Seven

Rogan, his coat unbuttoned and shoved back by the hands
rammed into his

trouser pockets, stared down fromthe second-story w ndow
and wonder ed

what the devil he was doing there.

He'd arrived that evening with the clear intention of
buryi ng hi nsel f

between Della's plunp white thighs as many tinmes as it
took to drain

t he needi ness out of his system then getting a decent
ni ght's sl eep

bef ore heading downriver at first |ight.

I nstead, he had insisted on having a neal sent up fromthe
boar di ng

house kitchen, eaten tw ce as nmuch as he wanted of food
t hat was not

hal f so well prepared as it should have been for the
price, and now, as

he listened to Delia's rustlings and splashings in the
next room he

was wondering why the notion of bedding his m stress of
| ong st andi ng

didn't appeal to himnore.

God knows, it had been far too |l ong since he'd had a
worran.

Cel i bacy was an unheal thy conditi on.
It spoiled a man's powers of concentration and under m ned
hi s gener al

constitution.

Everyone knew t hat.



Rogan had an even nore conpelling reason for needing a
wonan.

Al'l the way across the Pamlico and Al bemarl e sounds and up
t he
Pasquot ank Ri ver, he'd been thinking about Kathl een.

When he shoul d' ve been thinking about securing enough new
cargo for the

run down the Coast to replace what had been off-loaded in
El i zabet h

Cty, or whether the frayed tops'|l halyard was due to
faulty rigging or

sinple wear, or any of a dozen other inportant matters,
he'd find

hi msel f gazing into space and wonderi ng what Kat hl een was
doi ng at that

particul ar nonent.

Kat hl een.
He thought of her as Prinrose.

She mght snell like a rose, but she had all the prickly
pri de of one

of those fancy breeds of cat that were all the rage in
Bal ti nore now.

Yet underneath, he suspected she was as vul nerable as a
Kitten.

Perhaps all she needed was a bit of feeding, reassuring,
st r oki ng.

But dammt, theirs was a business arrangenent, no nore, no
| ess!

They had spelled out the rules and reasons beforehand, and
bot h had
been well satisfied with the bargain.

He had agreed to a | egal arrangenent that woul d provide
good care for
Hetty in her falling years in exchange for his protection



and security
for the one giving that care.

As for hinself, all he wanted was peace of m nd.

He' d never had the least intention of tying hinself down
with a | ot of
unwant ed restrictions.

Awy smle twisted Rogan's face as he renenbered a day
nearly twel ve

years before when he, then only fifteen, and Call um
McNair, a year

ol der, had entered into a solem pact.

Having only recently discovered wonen, neither of them
coul d concei ve

of any man's willingly giving up his freedomfor the sake
of any one

woman.

They' d wat ched many a young rake-hell change overni ght
after taking on

a wfe; watched many a fetching young girl turn into a
drab, given to

bori ng nonol ogues on such tedious topics as canning
turni ps, turning

collars and the proper way to train a babe to use the
chanber pot.

It had been the next summer that Amps had tried to nake a
deal wth the
father of a spinster of some twenty-odd sumers.

Had he succeeded, he woul d have been the richer by a half
interest in a

si xty-ni ne-foot Chesapeake bugeye, and Cal |l um woul d have
found hinsel f

saddl ed with a saber-tongued wi fe who consi dered anyone
unfortunate

enough to be born on North Carolina' s Quter Banks a

heat hen at best and

a savage at worst.



Bet ween them Callum and Rogan had nmanaged to convi nce the
poor girl

that not only were all bankers heat hens, npbst were not
above a di screet

bit of cannibalismshould the fishing season be poor.

After that narrow escape, they had reaffirnmed their oath
never to
shackl e thensel ves to any woman.

Three years | ater, Anpbs had lost his small coaster and
hal f his crew
when she foundered in a stormoff Cape Henl open.

As the last man to | eave the ship, he had survived by
clinging to a

spar, but by the tine he had recovered, he'd lost his
taste for the

sea.

Taki ng the i nsurance noney, he'd built hinmself a snug
house on his
father's property and retired.

By then, Callum had been busy cultivating one of his nore
out st andi ng
tal ents.

A ganbler's career had taken himfrom one end of the

M ssi ssi ppi River

to the other, earning himoutright ownership of a gaudy
st er n- wheel er

club in Mobile.

More than once he'd witten, urgi ng Rogan, who was sailing
with his
father aboard the White Wtch, to join himthere.

Rogan m ght have considered it, for he was young, and
haul i ng freight

up and down the coast under Edmund Raw son's stern command
| acked

excitenent, to say the | east.



But before he could bring hinself to tell his father that
he wanted to

strike out on his own, the old man had suffered a sudden
sei zure of the

heart and di ed.

Shocked, for at that age, Rogan had considered his father
I mortal, he

had taken the Wtch hone, where it had | aid over until
after he had

buried his father.

Under Dick's guidance, Rogan had taken conmand.

He coul d have sold her a dozen tines since then, but the
crew woul d not
have been guaranteed a place under a new owner.

And there was Hetty to | ook after, as well.
He couldn't just go off and | eave her on her own.

Wth the first mate's help, and a crew that was both
mat ure and

experi enced enough to make up for his lack of both
qualities, they had

made a go of it.

After a few years, Rogan had expanded his interests into

t he West

I ndies trade by buying into the Arduous, and |ater a steam
packet .

Over the years there had been little tine for play.

He saw Calluminfrequently, and then only briefly, when

t hey happened

to be in the sane city.

Nei t her of them ever nentioned the pact.

Rogan had all but forgotten it, and judging fromthe type

of wonen
Cal l um usual Iy surrounded hinself with, he was no nore



ready to settle
down now t han he had been at ei ghteen.

"Sweetuns? You're still wearing your coat," Della Hester
purred
agai nst hi s back.

She'd cone up behind himsilently while he'd been staring
out the
wi ndow, |ost in thought.

Now she slipped her arns around him pressing her full
breasts and soft

belly into his backside, and ran the backs of her fingers
over the fly

of his britches.

Movi ng restlessly, Rogan grinmaced at the scent of her
stal e perfune,

repressing the unwanted nenory of Kathleen's clean,
soap- and-r oses

scent .

"Sorry, Della. i was just wondering if |I've put too much
of f on
Di ck.

The man's | ongpast retirenent age, and I've left himto
find me a deck
cargo, deal with the broker and see to the |oading."

"Hmm age don't have anything to do wth whether a man's
still a man,
sweety."

She | aughed softly, her fingers now busy on the buttons of
his shirt.

She was wearing a | acy wapper of peach-colored silk that
he' d given

her for her last birthday, and suddenly, visualizing
Kat hl een i n her

plain cotton nightshirt, he felt guilty.



Dammt, a nman had a right to a m stress!

He treated her better than nost nen treated their w ves,
so why shoul d
he feel guilty?

Just because she wasn't the kind of wonan he woul d ever
consi der

marryi ng--just because he'd nmarried a woman he had no

i ntention of

beddi ng.

"I's there any coffee left in the pot?" he grow ed.
" Cof fee! "

Rogan coul dn't see her face, but he knew she woul d be
pouti ng
prettily.

Della made an art of pouting prettily, just as she did
everything el se
prettily.

That, after all, was to her advantage, he rem nded
hi msel f, consi dering
her prof ession.

"Did | tell you | brought you a bolt of silk from

Bal ti nore?"' he

blurted, regretting the words the nonent they left his
tongue. He'd

bought the silk for Kathleen, intending to take it to her
the next tine

he had reason to stop off to see Hetty.

"Qoh, lovely! What color is it? Blue? | adore blue!"
Della's eyes were bl ue.
Agai nst her pink and white skin and her guinea-gold hair,

t hey suddenly
struck himas infinitely less interesting than gray eyes.



Gray eyes, and a short, straight nose dusted with
freckles, and a

gl eam ng crop of mahogany-col ored hair that was straight
as a waterfal

and never quite tidy.

"Bl ue? Yeah, | reckon you mght call it blue," he
mut t er ed.

He had called it gray, and pictured it nmade up into a gown
such as the

fashi onable | adies of Baltinore were wearing, wth that
little puckered

t hi ngamabob on the stem and close-hauled in the front so
that a twitch

of the skirt showed a flash of raffled petticoat.

"Why don't we take the carriage into town so you can fetch
It for ne,

and then we can cone back here and decide how to have it
made up,

hnmt?

W can |ie down and get real confortable while we talk
about what you
| i ke best in a wonman.

, that is, in her gowns.

Rogan cl osed his eyes, knowi ng he had set the trap and
baited it too

wel | .

He had only hinself to blame for the fix he was in.

Nor did it make sense to feel guilty for being unfaithful
to the wife

he had no intention of ever bedding, with the m stress
he'd kept for nore than two years.

Still, there was no denying that guilt was his problem

One of his problens, at |east, the other being that unless
he got his



mnd off his wife and back where it bel onged, he was goi ng
to have one

very unhappy m stress on his hands, not to nention

expl anations that no

man enj oyed having to nake.

Kathleen lifted the bright red flannel drawers fromthe
washt ub and
peered closely to nake sure she'd gotten the stains out.

She couldn't believe it!

What on earth had Hetty been thinking of, stealing Anps's
brand new

underwear right off his clothesline, then hiding it in the
henhouse?

| f she hadn't needed another egg and gone out to see if
she could find
one, she woul d never have known.

Reacting to the deed and not the doer, she had demanded an
expl anati on,
as if Hetty were no ol der than Cal eb.

"Well, now, |I'"mnot certain sure just what that pair of
drawer s was

doing there, and that's the truth," Hetty said as
guilelessly as if

she'd never |aid eyes on them before.

"Did you ask Anpbs to see if he'd left "emin there?"
Exasper at ed, Kathl een hung onto her tenper by a shred.
"Hetty, Anbs has never set foot in your chicken house, and
you know

it!

Why woul d he do such a thing? Wiy woul d anyone in their
right m nd

hi de a pair of drawers under a nesting box?"

She regretted the words the mnute they were out.



Hetty m ght not be bright as a button every nonent of the
day, but that
was no call to hurt the poor woman's feelings.

“"Never mnd, | suppose there's no real harm done.™

It was the sort of pisky-m ndedness she'd cone to expect
fromHetty.

It would have hel ped if Rogan had warned her, but then
per haps he'd
tried, only she'd m sunderstood.

"“I'"'msure Anps appreciates your taking in his wash for
him 'l just

wring these out and hang them back on his line, and with
any | uck,

they' |l be dry by night."

Wth any |uck, he'd never know they'd been stolen!

Wth her skirts blow ng around her sturdy |linbs and the
m d- August sun

shining down on the wi spy white fuzz that covered her
head, Hetty

| ooked Iike a winkled child as she scowl ed and grunbl ed.

Kat hl een, thinking to spare her, had taken over the wash
along with the

rest of the chores, but Hetty never hesitated to criticize
the way she

di d things.

"I always use the other tub there to rinse in. Does a
better job of
it."

"' msorry, |I'll renmenber that. Thank you for telling
me. "

The tub in question was rested through on the bottom but
Kat hl een saw
no need to nmention that fact.



"And don't steal no nore o' ny eggs, girl. You want eggs,
you come ask
me. They'll cost you a penny apiece."

Kat hl een' s j aw dr opped.

Col | ecting herself, she gave the |l ong drawers one | ast
hard tw st and
nodded neekly.

"Il remenber that, too, Hetty.

“I'"'l'l pay you as soon as | run over to Anps's and hang
t hese out.

One nore egg and |I'11 have enough to nake a pan of spoon
bread for
supper.

Cal | um had forgotten how snall his old hone was.
He had forgotten how old and frail his father was.

Suddenly, he felt guilty for having stayed away too | ong-
He'd felt

cranped, as if the close-knit little community was choki ng
the life out

of him

The | ast straw had been when Anpbs had bargained to trade
himfor a half
interest in a damred schooner!

He'd been back for visits since then, but it had been sonme
time since
t he | ast one.

"How |l ong has it been, Paw?" he asked now, tenderness
creeping into
his voice in spite of his resolve to deny it.

"How | ong has what been, since | whupped you | ast, or
si nce you been



hone?"

Anps took another sip of the snoboth bourbon whi skey his
son had brought

himand admred the rich anber color. "This here tastes
consi der abl e

better than what John Robert makes in his fish house.
Charged ne a

whol e haft-dollar for the last gallon |I bought, and him ne
own bl ood

kin, too.

Cal | um gri nned.
Haft the island was bl ood ki n.

A man had to make a living the best way he coul d, and when
fishing was
sl ow, why, then he had to use a bit of ingenuity.

"I was in Menphis last Christnas, Paw.
Renenber, | sent you that chesterfield coat?

"Damed silly thing. You think I'd wear a coat with a
vel vet coll ar
out where God'n ever' body could see ne?"

"Before that, | was in St. Louis. O nmaybe it was Mbile.

| kept

thinking to take a train to Charl eston and book passage up
t he coast,

but sonehow, it never seenmed to work out."

Anpbs snorted and took another sip of his whiskey, but his
eyes were

filled with pride, even watering a bit, as he stole quick
si del ong

glinpses at his only living son.

"Don't take tinme out fromall your fancy clubs and wild
women on ny
account, boy. | got all | need right here."



"Level with nme, how ve you been getting on, Paw?"

"Good. Better sone day'n others, but | ain't
conpl ai ni ng. "

"You and Hetty still | ook after one another the way you
used to?"

"Sone," Anmos al | owed.

"Sonme. Rogan's wonman hel ps out.™ Rogan' s wonan?

" Leaning forward on the nul e-eared chair, Callum
repeated, " Rogan's
woman?

What the blue bl azes are you tal king about, Paw?

Things can't have changed that nuch in the past two or
three years!

"Don't know what you call change, but Rogan brought him
honme a woman,

all right. Nane of Kathleen. Beaufort girl, she was.
Cooks real good

bread. "

"You nean he hired a housekeeper."

"Nope. Up'n married her. Told ne afore he left to keep

an eye on the

pair of 'em on account o' he didn't want to scare her off
by telling

her too nuch about Hetty's ways."

Cal l um whi stled softly under his breath as he thought of
his friend' s
vow all those years, ago.

They' d both declared their intent to remain single.
At the tinme, Callumhad just had the devil scared out of

hi m by a cl ose
call.



Fortunately, the lady involved had been as disinclined to
have hi m as

he had been to have her, so there'd been no real |o0ss on
ei t her side.

O her than his father's, he thought now.

Poor Paw had had his heart set on buying into that fine
bugeye, but
even then his rheumati sm had been com ng on.

He'd not have been able to sail nmany nore years, no matter
how many
shi ps he'd owned.

"So Rogan's got hinself a bride," he nused.

"What's she |ike? Pretty?"

"Like | said, she makes good bread. Hard worker, too.

"I can't see the Rogue marrying a woman on the strength of
her bread

al one. He could have half the wonen on the eastern
seaboard dangling

fromhis watch chain if he wanted 'em Al ways did have
the devil's own

| uck with wonen, damm his salt-cured hide."

"Not nmuch to choose betw xt the pair o' ye, cone to that.'

Al t hough Anbs woul d never have admtted it to the boy,
he' d al ways been
secretly proud of Callum s success with the | adies.

To tell the truth, Anmos hinself had never been above fair
to mddling

when it cane to good | ooks, but Callumtook after his

not her, rest her

soul .

"Still, she nust be pretty special, or Rogue'd never've
| ooked twi ce at



her.

"As to that, | reckon she's a decent enough woman. Not
what you'd cal

downright pretty. Not |ike your na was. She's a worker,
all right,

but the truth is, she's kind of puny. No neat on her
bones, not nuch

color to her cheeks and eyes. Still, she cones over
regulal to bring

nme a pot of soup or a plate of biscuits. Does right well
by the old

woman. There she is now, out in the backyard a-hangi ng ny
new fl annel

drawers on the line. Hetty took 'em for one of them
confounded quilts

of hers, an' | didn't have the heart to nake her give
back. You

gotta watch her around red. Likes red above ever'thing."

em

Cal | um t hrew back his head and | aughed.

"You nean that |oony old goose is still robbing fol ks
cl ot hes off

their lines and making "emup into quilts? Godam ghty,
Paw, it's a

wonder you' re not all running around stark naked."

I dly, he stood and wandered over to the tall, narrow
wi ndow t hat faced
t he backyard.

Just as idly, he drew back the linp, dry-rotted drapery
t hat had hung

there for as long as he coul d renenber.

He whistled softly under his breath.

"Tall er than average, would you say? Tidy little stern
and | ong, dark

hai r ?"

"l reckon you could say that," Anps agreed.



"Wears bl ack stockings, black boots and white drawers with
pi nk
bi ndi ngs around the knees?"

"Well, now, | can't say as to that, boy. She don't go
lifting her

skirts, leastw se not on ny account. Wears a | ot of

bl ack, and when

she's not wearing black, she'd got on sonething gray.

' ve al ways

favored color onto a woman. Your ma was right partial to
bl ue, and |

don't reckon a wonan |ived but what |ooked as pretty as
she did in a

blue frock. | recollect this one she had...bought it for
her up in

Boston, | did. Readynade, right there in the store. It
had a..."

But Call um was no | onger |istening.

Thoroughly captivated by the sight of a trimy rounded
bottomin thin

knee bl oonmers, surrounded by a billow of skirts and
petticoats, he

wat ched, entranced, as a tall, slender woman with

wi ndbl own hair and

pat ches of color in her cheeks westled to hold down her
flying skirts

whi |l e she pegged Anps's drawers onto the clothesline.

"I always did enjoy a fresh northwest gale," he nurnured,
rocki ng back
and forth on his handsone French | eat her boots.

Kat hl een unw apped a clinging wet |Ieg from around her
forearm whil e she
funbl ed for the peg she held cl anped between her teeth.

Her tubs were set up on the southerly side of the house,
bet ween the

kitchen and t he shed.

She hadn't realized how chilly it had gotten, or how nuch



the wi nd had

pi cked up since norning, but then, that was the exciting
t hi ng about

this tine of year

Just when you'd had enough of one kind of weather, it went
and turned
on you.

She was thi nki ng about whether to tackle a few nore boxes
after she set

the bread to bake when she sensed a presence behind her.
G abbi ng her skirt, which was whi pping w ldly about her

| egs, she wi ped

her hair out of her eyes and gl anced over her shoul der.
And gasped.

"Oh, ny," she cried softly.

“"That is, | know you."

And t hen she bl ushed.

“"No, | don't, but | know your face. You're Anps's boy.
Hs Callum"
"Anmos's boy, "
benused.

Cal | um repeat ed, soundi ng t horoughly

"It's been a while since anyone called ne a boy, Anps's or
anyone
el se's. You, | take it, are Rogan's woman."

"' m Kat hl een Stevens. Rawson, that is. | nean, |I'm Ms.
Rawson- - uh,

Rogan's wife. Yes," she added for good neasure, |eaving
him she was

gquite certain, in no doubt that his friend had nmarried an
I di ot.

A gust of wind plastered her gown to her body, and she
hel d down her



skirt with one hand and brushed back her hair with the
ot her.

She'd given up on trying to keep it pinned up while she
wor ked ar ound
t he house, and settled for one |ong braid.

"You are Callum aren't you?"

Bl ue eyes dancing wi th good-natured anmusenent, he

del i berately | ooked

her over, fromthe toe of her ol dest boots to the crown of
her tangl ed

hai r.

“Call um McNai r, ganbler, rakehell and general |ayabout, at
your ervice,

ma' am Were the deuce has Rogan been hiding you all this
time?"

Whil e he mght not be actually flirting with her, the man
was surely
t easi ng her.

Kat hl een was not so green that she didn't recognize that
right off.

But he was such an utterly charm ng scanp, she coul dn't
bri ng hersel f

to call himdown for it.

He was Rogan's friend, after all

And Anps's son.

"Your father nmust be over the windm Il to have you hone.
How | ong have

you been here?"

"Just | ong enough to be |ectured for staying away too

| ong. How | ong

have you been here?"

Kat hl een bent over to pick up the basin she'd used to



carry the wet
underwear to Anps's backyard, and Callumtook it from her.

For an instant, their hands rested side by side on the
grani tewar e pan,
and the difference between themwas star-fling.

Her own, while small, were enbarrassingly red and rough,
while his were
soft, pale and well manicured.

"What? Oh. |'ve been here--well, | suppose it's been
nearly two

nont hs now. Goodness, |'ve lost track."

"Still on your honeynoon, then, are you?"

Once nore she could feel her cheeks burning, and it had
not hing to do
wWith the brisk w nd.

"Wul d you--are you--that is, | thought I'd bring Anps
some spoon bread

and stew for supper. I'll bring over enough for two."
"Wy don't we all get together for supper, you and Rogan,
Hetty, Paw

and ne?"

"Rogan's not here.”

"You nean he l|left you here on your own?"

He sounded shocked.

He al so sounded as if he knew very well that Rogan was not
at hone.

"Callumthat is, M. MNair, if you'll give nme ny basin,
|'d best get
home and start on the bread. It takes a while to bake."

There were elongated dinples in his | ean cheeks when he
sm |l ed, and he



was smling now.

It occurred to Kathleen that any nman this handsone, this
charm ng and

this forward coul d have been dangerous, yet oddly enough,
she wasn't

afraid of him

Per haps she'd grown up in the few nonths since she'd been
marri ed.

O perhaps she sensed that he didn't take his | ooks too
seriously, nor
did he expect her to.

As for his charm it was so conmically overdone that it had
no effect at
all on her, other than making her want to | augh.

That, in itself, was a wonder, for she seldom found nuch
to | augh
about .

Rogan, on the other hand, could send her into shock' with
a single | ook
fromthose conpelling eyes of his.

"Ms. Rawson? No, | believe I'lIl call you Kathy," he
dared, his smle
robbi ng his words of any inpertinence.

"M. MNair, you mght as well know right off that |'ve
heard all your

darkest secrets. | know about the sisters you and Rogan
wote | ove
| etters to, and signed each other's nanmes. | know al

about that awful

skel eton, and the flowers you stole fromthe delivery boy
and sent to

his girl with your nane on the card, and the tine you--"
"Alas, | was

easily led astray in nmy youth. Kathy, darling, | was an

I nnocent pawn

for Rogan's w cked schenes, didn't they tell you that?



They don't cal

hi mt he Rogue for nothing, you know." ' By that tine they
wer e

strolling toward the Rawson house. \Wen they cane to the

pl ank across

the shallow creek that tw sted through the marsh between

t he two

houses, Callumwent first and extended his hand, | eading

her across and

t hen tucking her hand against his side as if they'd known
each ot her

for years.

"You don't have to see ne hone, you know," Kathleen said,
her voice
husky with brimm ng | aughter.

"Hetty would never forgive ne if | didn't pay ny respects,
and |I'd

never forgive nyself if sonething happened to you between
Paw s house

and Rogan's."

She | aughed outright at that.

"My nercy, what coul d happen?"

Sendi ng her a teasing sidelong glance, he said, "Don't
rash nme, |I'm

trying to think of sonething."

"You know, you do rem nd ne of soneone," Kathleen nurnured
as they

approached the house fromthe back way.

She tucked the basin under the bench outside the kitchen
door,

al ongsi de the cl ot hes pegs.

"Your first |ove, perhaps?”

Cal | um suggest ed out rageously.

"They say a woman never forgets the first man to touch her



heart."

They had conme to a halt outside the kitchen door, and it
occurred to

Kat hl een that, banker or not, Callum MNair | ooked about
as nuch at

home in the weathered little village as a South Anmerican
parrot woul d

in a nest of sparrows.

Hol di ng her hair with one hand and her blowi ng skirt with
t he ot her,

she smled at him cheeks glowng fromthe wi nd and eyes
sparkling like

sunlight on stornmy waters.

“"Not ny first nor nmy last, I'"'mafraid. To tell the truth,
you rem nd

me of ny nephew, Caleb."

"Your nephew? |'m crushed, absolutely crushed!"

Kat hl een | aughed al oud at his crestfallen | ook.

"He's going on six, and he's a wicked little inp."

But her | aughter faded quickly as she turned to go inside.

"And sonetinmes | mss himso nuch I hurt,"” she said
softly.

"Thank you for seeing ne safely honme, Callum 1'll send
Hetty over
after awhile wth your supper.”

Chapter Ei ght

Kat hl een | aughed nore during the week that foll owed than
she had in
years.

Hetty and Anpbs were a pair when they got to warning, and
Cal l um i ked
not hing better than to lead theminto one tale after



anot her about

Rogan's early m sdeeds, which as often as not had incl uded
hi s own

participation.

My new famly.

My new friends, Kathleen thought, one of the circle, yet
apart.

Hetty was the age her grandnother woul d have been, but the
two wonen
were not at all alike.

Her grandnot her had sel dom sni | ed.
Life was too serious for smling.

It occurred to Kathleen that she'd never heard her

| augh--not the

head-t hr own- back, full-bodi ed cackling | augh she heard
fromHetty at

| east a dozen tines a day.

As for Anpbs, he was sinply Anops.

An irreverent old man who was | onely w thout his Mudie,
hi s babi es and

his only remai ning son.

Kat hl een' s gaze fell on Callum and she caught herself
studying him

with no nore personal involvenent than if he were a | ovely
sunset or a

particularly fine painting.

How handsone he was, with his dark gold hair and his deep
bl ue eyes.

I f now and then those eyes took on a | ook of.
was it regret?

Sadness?



What ever it was, the nonent always passed qui ckly enough
for Kathl een
to wonder if she'd only inagined it.

Cal | um had been honme for a week and a day when word cane
that the Wtch

had been third in line to unload and take on new cargo at
Beauf ort

t hree days before, and woul d probably have cl eared Cape
Lookout and

t aken a northeast headi ng by now

Whet her or not Rogan would stop off at Hatteras was
anyone's guess.

"I reckon I'll be heading out with the Eagle tonorrow
mor ni ng, " Cal | um
remar ked as he finished his norning coffee.

He and Anps had been di scussing sonme of the newer ships
being built on

the islands at Hatteras and Ki nnakeet, farther up the
banks.

The Anerican Eagle, a small Hatteras built schooner of
some six tons

net burden, was presently running material for the new
i fesavi ng

station being built up the beach, and taking the

occasi onal passenger,

as wel | .

"Y°u'H not stay over to see Rogan?"

Anps pressed.

"I"'d lay odds he'll be stopping off to see his bride."
Cal lumrose and crossed to the stove, pouring hinself
anot her cup of

cof f ee.

In spite of the fact that he'd have liked to stay and see



Rogan, he had
pressing business of his own to attend to.

He had decided to nake a | ong overdue visit hone in the
first place

because it had seened inportant to nmake hinself scarce
until a certain

redhead' s husband cool ed down and cal l ed of f the dogs.

It had been a stupid mscalculation on his part.

Who woul d have dreaned the man had a brother with the
Pi nkert ons?

|f the redhead hadn't been so dammed beautiful, and so
obvi ously

I nterested, Callumwould never have consi dered dallying
with her in the

first place.

But she was, and so he had.

Taking great care first to see that her husband was
I nvol ved in a high
st akes card gane.

How t he devil was he to know the gentl eman would throTMin
a |l osing

hand and go rushing up to his stateroomto check up on his
wfe's

headache?

Cal | am had been doing well at alleviating the redhead's
di sconforts,

real and i nmagi ned, when he'd heard the key in the

st at er oom door.

He had spent an extrenely unpl easant ten m nutes squeezed
into a

clothes | ocker with two black suits, three full-skirted
gowns and a

nunber of raffled petticoats.

Al the way upriver he had borne the gentleman's



suspi cious | ooks with
adm rabl e aplonb, but it had taken sonething out of him

He'd left the Sunset Queen in Menphis and taken a train
east, vow ng
never again to dally wwth a married wonman.

Not that he considered the tine spent wwth Rogan's bride
in the sane
light as a dalliance.

It was no such thing.

Sonmewhat to his surprise, he'd found that he enjoyed her
conpani onshi p.

Friendship with a woman was a new experience for him but
much as he

was enjoying it, he didn't relish having to satisfy Rogan
that it was

all quite innocent.

It had been ei ghteen nonths since the two nmen had | ast
met .

The edge had al ready gone off the old friendly rivalry

t hat had exi sted

bet ween them ever since they'd first taken turns bl ow ng
dried peas

t hrough a hollow reed at Mss Marthenia's tontat.

As they'd grown ol der, they'd conpeted at hunting, at
horse racing, at

gamng and finally at the gentlemanly sport of seducing
worren.

It added zest to the gane, and since neither of them had
ever had

anyt hi ng resenbl i ng an honorable intention toward any of
t he wonen t hey

flirted wwth, who were invariably older and far nore
experienced than

t hey thensel ves had been at the tinme, where was the harnf



O course, if the girls in question had been innocent,.

but then, at that age, innocence had been the | ast thing
to attract
t hem

The last tinme they'd vied for a wonman's favors had been
nearly four
years ago.

Cor al ann had been outrageously beautiful.

The two nmen had outdone thensel ves conpeting for her
favors.

The young wi dow of an elderly shipping magnate, she had
entered the

game wth every sign of enjoynent, spurring themon to
out do one

another in conplinents and gift-giving.

Rogan had been in Newport News having the Wtch refitted
at the tine,

whil e Callum had been running a gamng table in one of
Norfol k' s better

est abl i shnent s.

Each had strived to present the nmerry widow with the
| ushest hot house

flowers, the sweetest candy and the nost inpressive
jewelry, all of

whi ch she had accepted as her due.

In return, there'd been a few ardent stol en ki sses, and
that was all.

For a pair of experienced nen-about-town, they'd been
magni ficently
duped.

Afterward, they'd agreed that it was the conbi nati on of
| ade eyes and

red-gold curls that had done themin, but in the end,
nei t her of them



had won nore than a glinpse of |acy undergarnents, a
squeeze, a tease
and a kiss or two.

Not to nention a few personal injuries.

They' d wound up fighting, and when the match was over,
Cal | um had been

sporting not one, but two bl ack eyes, Rogan a broken nose
and a fist

that resenbled a fresh hanmhock.

Meanwhi | e, before they could recover enough to cone

cal ling once nore,

t he young wi dow s stepson waltzed off with the prize, thus
keepi ng his

father's fortune intact.

Di sgruntl ed, they'd gone their separate ways.

For the next year or so, Rogan had been busy enlarging his
Atlantic

shipping interests and Call um had headed west to exam ne
his | at est

acquisition, a fancy floating ganbling palace that plied
back and forth

on the M ssissippi River.

Fromtinme to tine their paths had crossed and they'd
shared a few

drinks and the |atest news from hone, but the old

cl oseness seened to

be m ssi ng.

Qccasionally Call um wondered if any of the wonen they had
vied for had
meant nore to Rogan than he'd |l et on.

"Took a shine to Rogan's wonman, didn't ye, son? Just |ike
t he ol d

days," His father's jarring observation brought Callum up
short.

Was it?



He didn't want to think so.
Despite the rather hedonistic path he'd foll owed, he
preferred to
believe that his integrity remained intact.
Turning away fromthe w ndow, he shrugged.
" Kat hl een?
She's a nice enough woman.
She was a wonderful woman. Not his usual style, but
t hen, he
woul dn't have thought she was Rogan's style, either.

"Bakes right good bread."

"That she does. Hetty seens to be faring well."

"Still up to her old tricks. Steals things. Hi des 'em
and then

forgets where she put 'em Scares the pants off'n all the
young' uns

tellin" "emthe devil can't wait to get his hands on 'em"™
"Sanme old Hetty," Callum observed.

"Sanme old Hetty, Lord |love 'er scrawny carcass."”

During Callum s visit, Kathleen had found it all too easy
to let her

wor k sl i de.

There were so many nore interesting things to do, and for
the first

time in her life, she was conpletely free to enjoy them
Wth Hetty's blessings, Callumdrove her in Anbs's horse
cart to show

her where the Indians used to |ive.

He showed her where the wld horses holed up in a storm



and where they
dug al ong the shore for fresh water.

Toget her, they clinbed Trent Hlls in search of wild
grapes, which were
still shudderingly tart to taste.

One rainy night, while Hetty and Anbs sat dozing, he
i ntroduced her 'to
t he ganme of poker, then taught her to cheat.

Unfortunately, no matter how skilled she becane at dealing
of f the

Cal | um said she was hopel essly noral, a |ost cause, and
she giggl ed al
t he nore.

It quickly becane obvious that what he didn't know about
ganes of

chance wasn't worth knowi ng, for he could deal fromthe
bottom the top

or the center of the deck wi thout batting an eye.

For perhaps the first tinme in her life, Kathleen felt she
had f ound
herself a best friend, albeit a rather unlikely one.

She'd never had nuch tinme to Cultivate friendshi ps before,
what with
first her grandnother, then Alice's brood.

The fact that her new best friend was a nan i nstead of a
woman seened
conpletely irrel evant.

They tal ked avidly about anything and everyt hi ng.
O course, there were sone things she woul d never reveal
even to a

best friend.

Such as how she hated al ways having to wear things that
had been cut



down for her, or her fears of suddenly finding herself
honel ess agai n
for the fourth tine in her eighteen years.

O the way she was coning to feel about the man she had
marri ed- - and
how nuch those feelings confused her.

But they | aughed together.
She found herself telling himall about Alice's children.

They conpared sone of Caleb's pranks with Callum s boyhood
menori es.

Bei ng able to | augh together and share a few nmenories went
a | ong way

in relieving the honesickness that still plagued her in
the quiet hours

of the night.

The evening before Callumleft, the two famlies shared a
meal in the
Rawsons' kit chen.

Anos had entertained themw th tales of Bl ackbeard's
activities around

Ccracoke, which led to nore recent stories of

bl ockade-runni ng t hrough

the inlets bounding Hatteras and sonehow wound up with a
tale of the

tinme the sound had frozen over.

Cal l um and Rogan, it seened, had built a brush hut on the
I ce, then
tried to warmit up by building a fire.

They' d ended up nearly drowning thenselves, as well as a
poor dog who'd
been fool enough to tag al ong.

While the two elders finished their neal and headed for
the sitting
room Kathleen told Callum who had remained to hel p her



carry out the

| emonade, her own ice story, about the tinme Cal eb had
tried to sell the

twins to the man who delivered ice so that he could buy
licorice whips

wi th the noney.

Near the end of the telling, she had to blink several
times and swal | ow
har d.

"You mss them don't you?"
Noddi ng, she didn't pretend to m sunder st and.

"Why did you | eave? Hetty says Rogan brought you here and
left the

next day, and he's not been back but once since then.

That strikes ne

as a lonely sort of marriage."

"Lonely? | can't think why," she said with spurious
bri ght ness.

"My nercy, | have Hetty, and if she's not enough to keep
me hoppi ng,

there's Anbs. Your father and | have got to be great
friends. Can you

carry all the glasses? | thought we had a tray, but |
can't seemto

findit."

Cal l um s snmooth hands cl osed easily around four of Hetty's
best

gl asses, and Kat hl een picked up the white porcelain

pi t cher.

"What about children of your own, Kathy?" he persisted.
"Seens to nme you'd nake a wonderful nother."
I gnoring the question as if she hadn't heard it, she led

the way to the
sitting room her best black taffeta skirt rustling with



every step.

Perhaps it had been a m stake to get on such cozy terns
gquite so
qui ckly.

Lonel y?

Her chin went up as she placed the pitcher on the little
spool - | egged
tabl e.

Cerhai nly she was | onely.

But then, even when she'd been surrounded by Alice's
babi es, she'd been
| onely deep inside, where no one coul d see.

Per haps she'd been born with that kind of |oneliness.
Per haps everyone was, only no one dared admt it.

" Kat hy ?"

Cal l um said quietly.

He had conme up behind her to place the glasses on the
tabl e, and she
began to pour.

"It's none of ny business. I'msorry if | upset you."

"Upset nme? | can't imagi ne why you should think that.
Here, give this

one to Hetty. Anpbs |ikes a drop of whiskey in his, but
he'll have to

do without. | think Hetty nust've given away Rogan's

supply."”
The tal k was inpersonai, and the MNairs sai d goodni ght

soon after
t hat .

Callum said his goodbyes, as well, for he was |eaving



early .
t he next day.

He hugged Hetty and whi spered sonething in her ear that
set her off.

Wil e she was still cackling, he grabbed Kathleen's hand,
t ugged her
into his arns and planted a noi sy smack on her cheek.

They bot h | aughed, al though the |aughter didn't spread as
far as
Cal l um s eyes.

But Kat hl een didn't noti ce.

Before he'd reached the foot of the path, he'd al ready
faded from her
m nd.

Rogan was on his way hone again,t Wiy, he m ght be
dr oppi ng anchor this
very mnute.

The trip to shore in the launch didn't take |ong, and he
m ght borrow a
hor se.

The glow in her eyes faded.

Unl ess, she cautioned herself, he decided not to stop off
on his way
nort h.

He didn't al ways.

Just because soneone had seen the Wtch in Beaufort and
suggest ed t hat

she m ght be on her way north by now, it didn't really
mean anyt hi ng.

Rogan could be halfway to Baltinore by now, wthout a
si ngl e thought in



his head for her or Hetty.
Vel | .
perhaps for Hetty.

That night, before she went to bed, Kathleen dragged out a
dozen or
nore boxes, dunping their contents to be sorted out |ater.

She stacked them snmallest into the next size up and so
on, until they

took up only a fraction of the space, and carted them out
to the shed,

thankful that it was definitely turning cool er now.

Autumm was in the air, even here where there were few
trees to turn
col or.

Early the next norning, she clinbed out of bed, having

| ai n awake hal f

the night thinking of all that had to be done before Rogan
came hone.

| f he cane hone.

Still, sooner or |later, he would have to, and when that
time canme, she
was determ ned to have her own bedchanber.

Even after she cleared out the |ast of the years'
accunul ati on of

clutter, there was a world of scrubbing to do before she
coul d even

t hi nk of noving her bel ongi ngs downstai rs.

She had al ready rummaged t hrough the shed and set out the
few pi eces of
furniture she'd be needing.

Not hi ng' mat ched.

It was as if they'd been collected fromhalf a dozen



di fferent sources,
but that was neither here nor there.

A bed, a three-legged dresser and a row of pegs on the
wal I woul d serve
quite well.

Perhaps a small table and a chair if she could find
somet hi ng t hat
wasn't too far gone to rescue.

The odds and ends she'd unearthed | ooked as if they'd been
t hrough the
war s.

Per haps they had.

By nightfall, the roomwas reasonably clean, the nusty
snell overlaid

by the scent of Hetty's strong |lye soap and oil furniture
pol i sh.

Kat hl een' s hands were chapped redder than ever, but she
soot hed t hem

wth a coat of carbol ated arnica salve and covered t hem
w th her ol dest

cotton gl oves.

On i nmpul se, she sprinkled a few drops of attar of roses on
her pill ow,

so that the last thing she thought of before she dropped
off to sleep

was the tea roses that grew along Alice' s back fence.

But it wasn't the thought of roses that followed her into
her dreans.

Rogan.
Si nce when had she begun to dream about hin®
It wasn't the first tinme, she realized the next norning.

There was a certain famliarity about the warm gl ow ng



feeling that
had suffused her when she'd woken.

Like all dreans, it faded in the cold |ight of day.

"Ch, ny nmercy, as if | didn't have enough to do w thout
nooni ng ar ound

all day!" she grunbled, ruthlessly yanking a brush

t hrough her tangl ed

hai r .

It didn't take a great anount of rationalizing to conclude
t hat her
best black was the only possible thing to wear.

The ol d bl ack bombazi ne was wearing on the grain.
Her gray skirt was dusty around the hem

Bot h that and her second-best black needed a good brushing
and airing,
but she'd been too busy to take care of it.

After breakfast, she hurried to her new room which was
all ready to
nmove i nto.

She'd left the wi ndows cracked open the night before to
air out any
| i ngering mastiness, and now it snelled fresh as sunshine.

And it was hers!

No cradle at the foot of her bed, no cot for an ailing to
child to bed
down on.

It was her very own, and she intended to waste no tine in
novi ng her
things into place.

She was on her fourth trip fromthe [oft, her arnms | aden
wi t h beddi ng,
when she heard the front gate squeak.



Suddenly, her feet went cold and her face caught fire.

Her heart commenced to |eap about like a frog in a pail,
and she

pressed a feather pillow hard against it, for all the good
it did.

Wth a soft oath, she tossed the bedding onto her trunk,
whi ch served

as a bl anket chest, and turned just in tine to see Rogan
enter the

house.

The front door, the door to the |loft and the door to
Kat hl een' s new
roomwere all within a few feet of one anot her.

When Rogan entered the house, he usually dropped his
seabag near the

stairs and headed for the roons at the back of the house.

I nstead he stood frozen, his seabag sliding slowy to the
fl oor as he

stared at the woman in the doorway.

Barriers clicked into place.

He stared at her softly gleam ng eyes, her pink cheeks, at
t he

expression that seened conpounded of hope, fear and a good
measur e of

uncertainty, and all his old survival instincts stirred to
life.

Nei t her of them spoke.

Then bot h spoke at once.

"You' re | ooking well, Kathleen."

She | ooked wary.

She al so | ooked.



, hot precisely beautiful, but sonething far nore
i ntriguing.

“I 1'd better go get Hetty," she said, not noving a step.

"I brought you sonething," he said, and watched the

wari ness i ncrease

t wof ol d.

"You di d? Why?"

Wy ?

Rogan had asked hinself that question a hundred tines
since he'd left

Del I a, having given her the bolt of silk he'd purchased

for his wfe.

They'd quarreled after that, and Rogan knew it was nostly
his fault.

He'd been in an irritable npod.

As things stood now, he doubted if he'd be seeing her
agai n, which

nmeant that sooner or |ater, he would have the task of
finding hinself a

new m stress.

Danmn!

He wasn't usually such a bunbl er!

"Hetty, too," he said, and cleared his throat
sel f-consci ously.

"That is, | brought her sonething, too."
"Ch. O course.”
Kat hl een stared at the tips of her boots.

Her face was still burning, she could feel it.



And the angrier she grew at herself for being so foolish,
the nore it
bur ned.

Hel | and draft By suppertine, Kathleen conplinented
hersel f on havi ng
| argely recovered her conposure.

She had changed into her old gray and brown, never nind
t he dusty hem
and covered it with an apron.

The rest of her clothing, including her few w nter things,
hung from

pegs in her new bedchanber, |ooking |ike a flock of

bedr aggl ed crows.

She was so bl essed tired of nourning!

What was nore, she was tired of hand-nme-downs, and one way
or anot her,

she was going to buy herself a new coat before cold

weat her carme.

|f she had to wear that cutdown cast-off nelton of
Morton's one nore
time, she'd burn the blasted thing!

As if on signal, the snell of burning stew assail ed her
nostrils.

Her stirring hand had kept tinme with her thoughts,
spl ashi ng stew onto
t he stove.

She uttered a mld oath, reached for a cloth to clean up
t he ness and

decided to let it burn dry, then brush it off.

So what if it filled the kitchen with the snell of burned
f ood?

Hetty would hardly be likely to conplain, and Rogan had



| eft al nost
I mredi ately after telling her he had brought her a gift.

Since then she'd not seen hide nor hair of himor his
gift!

He probably had a dozen girlfriends on the island and had
br ought them
all gifts.

After hearing all the tales Hetty and Anpbs had told, not
to nmention
Callums, it wouldn't be hard to believe.

Nor woul d marriage change that particul ar situation.

Their marriage wasn't a real one, and besi des, Rogan
wasn't the kind of
man any woman would be likely to forget.

Then let his other wonen feed him she thought, having
wor ked hersel f
into a fine state of tenper.

When she heard a door close in the main house, she filled
her | ungs,

and wi t hout bothering to | ook around, yelled, "Hetty!
Supper's

done!"

"Sorry, but she's decided to take her evening neal with
Anps. Anna

Qui dl ey brought hima nmess of stewed crabs.™

n G,.]' n

It was Rogan.

Sensing his presence i mredi ately behind her, she steel ed
her sel f

agai nst bei ng affected.

She could snmell the subtle wool, tobacco, mal e scent of
hi s body, feel



the warnth radiating from him

It was a dangerous conbi nati on, She took a deep breath,
t hen wi shed she
hadn't, for it went straight to her head.

Movi ng too qui ckly, she dropped the cooki ng spoon and
tried to catch it
agai n.

I nstead, she brushed her hand agai nst the stove.
"Hell and drat!" she gasped, sucking her fingers.

| medi at el y, Rogan practically surrounded her, taking her
hand from her
nouth and exam ning the injured area.

The skin on the pads of her first two fingers was red and
shi ny, and

when he drew theminto his own nouth, Kathleen felt her
consci ousness

waver .

"Maybe | should forbid you the use of a stove. Seens you
can't be
trusted around fire."

"If you' d just stay out of ny way, |I'd be fine!"

I gnoring her, he led her to the sink and held her fingers
under a
stream of water

After the initial shock, the pain eased, and she expelled
her breath in

one |long gust, blowng the fringe off her suddenly danp

f or ehead.

"Hell and dratT Rogan repeated, sounding mldly anused."”
And here |
thought 1'd married nyself a genuine 'ny nercy' |ady.

" msorry.



Pl ease, | can take care of it nyself.

He held her hand up to exam ne the damage, then turned her
hand over to
exam ne her wi st.

O her than the shadowy tracery of veins, the skin on her
fragile wi st
was fl aw ess.

Rogan sm |l ed, making her feel doubly vul nerabl e.

"There, what'd | tell you? The old one's as good as new.
At the rate

you're going, you'll soon stop letting nme cone hone. You
seemto get

burnt every tine | get near."

Did she ever!

"}t was ny own fault,"” she said stiffly.

"I'"Il take care of it."

But Rogan was al ready dipping flour into a saucer and
wetting it down
for a poultice.

Shaken and feeling sonehow threatened, she stared at him

As usual, he was clad in black, the close-fitting trousers
and j ersey
no different fromwhat any ordi nary seaman m ght wear.

Only there was nothing at all ordinary about him

It occurred to her that a man |ike Rogan didn't require
starched |inen
and brass braid to set himapart fromhis crew

H s authority was in his very bearing, an innate part of
t he man
hi msel f.



"G ve ne your hand," he commanded, reaching for the fist
she was
clutching to her chest.

"Cone on, Prinrose, it's nessy, but it'll take the sting
out. Wien |I'm

not here, you may do as you please, but as long as |I'm
home, you'll do

as | see fit."

"Aye, aye, sir," she nuttered.

H s dark eyes snapped with anusenent as he gl anced up from
t he task of

carefully snearing her fingertips with paste.

“I''l'l remnd you, Ms. Rawson, that insubordination is a
puni shabl e
crine.

"1 thought floggings had been outlawed, Captain."

It was all she could do to keep fromgasping as his thunb
cl anped onto
the pal mof her hand to hold it in position.

"Amn wites' his owmn laws in his hone and on board his
ship. Shall |
bi nd you up?"

Her eyes wi dened in alarm before she realized that he was
offering to
bandage her hand.

"I could hardly get supper on the table wapped up like a
munmy. "

"I could serve. Conme to that, | could feed you," he said
wth a w cked

glint of a smle.

"Snells burnt, anyhow. Maybe we'd better go over and see
If there's



any stewed crabs |left at Anpbs's house."

"It's not burnt at all. Wat you snell is what | splashed
on the
stove, but perhaps you' d rather eat over at Anps's."

"I'"l'l take ny chances here with you.

He was teasing her, and she was still unused to being
t eased.

Certainly by him But the smle faded and he said, "
Kat hl een, if
you're not content with our arrangenments, say so.

I prefer plain speaking to holding things inside.

"I'"'m not hol ding anything. Inside, that is. Wat | nean
s, I'm

perfectly content, but if you have any conplaints, |I'm
sure I'd like to

hear them Perhaps you' re the one who's not cont--' ' He
pl aced a

finger on her lips, and the effect was roughly |ike being
struck by

lightning." Shh, I'msorry, Prinrose.

Didn't nean to get to the wi nd and of you.

Josiah told ne you were known for your even disposition,
so | reckon if

you're riled up, it's ny fault.

|"mtruly sorry, but there's not a whole lot | can do
about it.

Sonetinmes it happens between two people that way.
They stri ke sparks of f one anot her.
Get under one another's skin w thout neaning to.

" " But | don't--that is, do | strike sparks off you?



Have | done anything to get under your skin?
For the longest tine, he didn't reply.

And then, with a thoughtful |ook, he said, "No.
Leastwi se, | don't
suppose it's intentional."

Kat hl een was crushed.

An even disposition was one of the things she had
cultivated all those
years she had waited on an irritable, ill old woman.

By the time she'd gone to Alice's house to |ive, she'd
been able to
take nost anything in her stride.

Anyt hi ng except Mrton, at |east, but that was anot her
matter.

“I"'msorry. | don't know what gets into ne sonetines."
She wouldn't let himdrive her away.
There was nowhere el se to go.

More to the point, she wasn't sure she could bear to | eave
hi m

"No need to apol ogi ze, Kathleen. | reckon I'm not the
easiest man to
get al ong wth.

al t hough deuced if |I know how we manage to set each ot her
of f so
fast.

She sent hima wary | ook, then noved to the gl eam ng
cast-iron
four - hol er.

"Woul d you--that is, if you d care for a bow of turtle
stew, |'d be



glad to serve you. There's cold biscuits |eft over from
dinner. 1'11

put a dab of butter on themand run themin the oven
again--or if you'd

rather, | can fry up sone journey cakes."

One thickly arched brow rode high on Rogan's tanned
f orehead, giving
hi m a deci dedly diabolical air.

"Kat hl een, just because | took you to task about--" "Which
was no nore

than | deserved," she put in hastily, although it gall ed
her .

"Hum lity.

That was the ticket.

Her grandnother had drilled it into her that a woman nust
al ways be

hunbl e and know her place around a man, for that was the
Lord's will,

el se He woul d have nade Eve first, then given her Adam as
a handyman.

The trouble was, humlity was so bl asted unconfortabl e.
It was |ike trying to jamher foot into one of Caleb's
boots it just

didn't fit.

"Biscuits sound fine. Don't go to any bother on ny
account.”

She sent him a suspicious | ook.

"You're sure? It wouldn't be nmuch of a bother. | can
rake the coal s

under the oven and have it hot enough in five mnutes."

" "What, and coll ect another burn?"

Crossing to the cabinet, Rogan took down two | arge bow s,



t hen got out
napki ns and the spoon jar.

"Where are the soup spoons?”
“In the jar."

"Kathleen, if they were in the jar, |I'd not have asked
wher e t hey

were."

* She expelled an inpatient sigh.” UnleSs they've
sprout ed w ngs,

they're right there in the jar where | put them when |
washed themthis

nor ni ng.

Al three of them

Hetty had oatneal, | had oatneal, and the other one was
used for--" "
Si X.

"Si x what ?"

"Papa had si x spoons. W always had six spoons. If you
haven't got

around to washing themall yet, then why not just say so?"
That tore it.

Kat hl een whi pped her apron off, flung it in the floor and
rounded on

him fists planted on her hips.

"First you accuse ne of a lack of humlity, and then--"
"Hum lity! Wo

the devil said anything about humlity? All | said was--"
"It's the

same thing! Al right, on rare occasions, | do tend to
rai se ny voice

above the purely polite! | admt it, but when you accuse
me of

stealing--" "I did not accuse you of stealing!"



“I'"'d li ke to know what you call it!"
“I call it--1 call it..."

Rogan tilted his head back, closed his eyes and |let the
fire drain out
of him

He had never in his |ife net anyone, man or wonan, who
could light his
fuse as fast as this woman.

"Dammed stiff-necked fenale," he nuttered.

"I'"d have done better to shut up the house and | oad Hetty
on board the
Wtch and make her ship's cook.

M ght've starved to death, but |eastwi se, |I'd have kept ny
sanity!

Chapter Nine

It occurred to Rogan, not for the first tinme, that one of
t he reasons

he'd been so edgy of late was that he hadn't had a wonman
in entirely

too | ong.

Common sense told himhe couldn't afford to | ook at
Kat hl een in that

i ght.

He needed her too nmuch to use her and risk | osing her.

The trouble was, his body hadn't a grain of conmobn sense.
At the first touch of her soft skin, the first hint of her
spi cy,

womanly scent, it reacted with enbarrassi ng ent husi asm

Damm t, he had but to think of her to set his juices to'
fl ow ng!



Al he'd done was snear a flour paste over her burnt
fingertips, and he
was suddenly hard as an oar handl e!

He shoul d' ve gone on up to Baltinore.

He had no real business here, now that Hetty was being
cared for.

He'd |l eave this mnute if only he hadn't blurted out the
fact that he'd
brought her a gift.

Now he had to produce it.

Just thinking about the slither of soft silk on her even
softer,

sil ki er body was enough to get himso done up he couldn't
see

strai ght.

A gown.
What the bl oody hell had nmade hi m buy her a gown?
Vel l, he knew the answer, all right.

He'd felt guilty toward Della because he'd known he'd be
breaking it

off with her, and so he'd given her the bolt of silk he'd
bought f or

Kat hl een.

That had nade himfeel even guiltier.

Wth half a dozen drinks under his belt, he'd set a course
for town and

pi cked out a yellow frock with little bands of bl ack

vel vet ribbon on

the collar and around the bottom

That done, he'd gone to the mlliner's shop next door and
bought her a



yell ow hat all covered with silk flowers and sone scraps
of net.

It was primand fem nine, and the yell ow roses had

rem nded hi mof her,

and before he'd had tinme to think the thing through, the
deed was

done.

In the mdst of congratulating hinself for his taste and
hi s

generosity, he'd renenbered her plain little boots with
t he cracks

across the instep.

He'd wanted to go back and buy her a new pair of those,
t 0o.

Sonething lighter, with little heels and pointed toes.
She needed sonet hi ng dai nty.

Only by the tinme he thought of it, he'd been well up the
coast with a

peri shabl e cargo bound for Baltinore and a | oad of
gristmll rmachinery

waiting to be collected before the end of the nonth.

He hadn't gone back for the boots, and now he was w shing
he'd settled

for a book or a box of candies instead of sonething so
personal .

He'd been giving gifts to wonen for | onger

than he cared to recall, and not all of theminnocent.
Very few of theminnocent, in fact.

The trouble was, he hadn't the |east notion of howto
handl e an

I nnocent young | ady.

Especially when that | ady was his own w fe.



He heard the back door open and cl ose and breathed a sigh
of relief.

Maybe she'd gone over to Anpbs's place to fetch Hetty hone.

Maybe he woul d pretend he had forgotten and |left them
aboard the
shi p.

Maybe he coul d- Exasperated, Rogan dug his fingers into the
back of his
neck.

Wnen!

To be sure he'd enjoyed his share of them but once a man
| et a woman
get past his guard, there was bound: to be the devil to

pay.
H s father used to say that.

It was about the only piece of advice the old man had ever
gi ven himon

t he subject of wonen, though he'd handed out plenty on

j ust about every

ot her topic under the sun.

On the subject of noney, ships, nen and drink, he'd been
dead on
cour se.

Was there a chance he'd been right about wonen, too?

In all the years Ednmund Rawson had been married to Hetty,
Rogan never

recal l ed seeing a sign of tenderness between the two of

t hem

He' d provided for her needs, entrusted her with his young
son, and that
had been the extent of their rel ationship.



On the rare tinmes when he canme hone for a spell, the two
of them had

never even sat down to table together, Hetty serving the
old man first,

t hen eating al one.

They had shared a bed, but for all Rogan knew, there'd
been a bol ster
down the mddle, dividing off the space.

Not until after Ednmund had di ed and Rogan had done a good
bit of

mat uring, sone of it dammed painful, had it hit himthat
he, Rogan, was

all the famly Hetty had left.

Al'l she woul d ever have.

Whet her she'd ever cared above mddling for the old man he
didn't
know.

Personally, he didn't believe in |ove, and he coul dn't
I magi ne his

father ever loving a wonan the way the poets and
songwiters went on

about it.

He'd married her, given her the care of his son and left,
and that was
about it.

Then Rogan had gone to sea, the old man had di ed and now,
God hel p him

he had sentenced anot her wonan to the sane barren |ife,

W t hout even so

much as anot her woman's child to call her own.

Never once | ooking beyond his own selfish interests, he
had of fered

Kathleen a lifetinme of servitude to a man who coul d never
| ove her, in

exchange for her keep and a roof over her head.



He tried to tell hinself she'd been a dammed fool to take
it, but what
choi ce had she had?

On the other hand, if he was using her, she was sure as
hel | usi ng
hi m

He told hinself it was a fair trade.

I f he hadn't cone al ong, she'd have trapped herself
anot her victim

Only he didn't believe it.
Sonme wonen, maybe, but not his Kathl een.

In the first place, she didn't have the proper equi pnent
to attract a
victim

In the second pl ace, she | acked the cunning to take
advant age of one
even if she did nmanage to trap him

She was as different fromthe wonen he had amused hi nsel f
with over the

years, the Coral anns and the Dellas, as night was from
day.

The back door slanmed again, jarring himfromhis
unconf ort abl e
t hought s.

"Kat hl een? Everything all right out there?"
"l was just shutting the henhouse. Hetty forgot."

Entering the kitchen fromthe little vestibul e that
sheltered the back

door fromthe northeast wind, she |ooked first at his
face, then at the

pile of bundles on the table, then at his face again.



"I told you | brought you a gift. I'm uh...sorry."

She continued to fix himwith a steady gaze, making him
aware all over

again of the depth and clarity of those remarkabl e eyes of
her s.

He had the unconfortable feeling she could see right
t hrough him

"Sorry?" she echoed.

"Well, | imagine you' d rather have picked out sonething
for yourself,

somet hing nore. sensible.”

Sensi bl e.

O course.

She smled just as brightly as if she didn't long to throw
his glib

words right back in his face.

Sensi bl e.

What had she expected, frivol ous?

Fem ni ne?

Beau-fiful ?

Hor se biscuits.

“I"'msure whatever you' ve brought ne will be |ovely,
Rogan. You

needn't have bothered."

"It's no bother."

Oh, hell, would you listen to him

He'd done a better job of inpressing the little Gaskins
girl sone



fifteen years ago when he'd brought her a bouquet of
col l ards and green
oni ons.

Stol en ones, at that!

Cautiously, Kathleen noved past himto exam ne the
parcel s, and when

she accidently brushed against him he backed into the pie
saf e.

Suddenl y, unexpectedly, her chin began to wobbl e.

She took a deep breath and blurted, "Thank you, Rogan, it
was nost

t houghtful of you to bring ne a gift. No one even-" She
bit off the

words, but it was too | ate.

"No one ever what? Don't tell me no one ever gave you a
gift
bef ore?"

"OF course |'ve had gifts. Lots of gifts. And now | have
one from

you, and |--" Stop babbling, you idiot[ Next thing, you'l
be telling

hi m about the tinme G andnother forgot Christms, and then
rai sed sweet

Jericho with you for wasting your pennies on a tin of
sweet pea scented

tal cum for her

t pulling out a chair, she sat down and began fingering
t he knotted

string of the | argest package.

There was a box of sonme sort under the brown paper, that
much she coul d

tell

She poked at the other parcel.

It was soft, like a shawl or a length of woven goods.



One was tiny.

It could be a piece of jewelry, and she avoi ded that |ike
t he pl ague.

"Isn't one of these for Hetty?" she asked, hoping it was,
enbarrassed

at finding herself the recipient of so nmuch attention.
She truly w shed he hadn't bot hered.

She hat ed bei ng behol den.

Al'l her life she'd owed everything she possessed to
sonmeone el se.

"Speaki ng of Hetty, | reckon |I'd better go pry her |oose
fromAnmos's if
| want to see her before I go."

He was standi ng beside her chair, and Kathleen tried to
t hi nk of an

intelligent response.

It was crazy, the way the man affected her!

He had only to wal k through the door to set her blood to
runni ng hot

and col d.

Just let her try to hold a reasonabl e conversation about
t he nost

ordinary matter and she ended up either conpletely
tongue-tied or

clattering like a flock of guineas.

Still he didn't | eave.

She wi shed he woul d.

At the sane tinme, she wi shed he wouldn't.

Irritated with herself, she broke the thread and tore the



wr appi ngs of f
a spanki ng- new hat box.

It | ooked expensive.

Too expensi ve.

"Oh," she wailed softly.

“I wish you hadn't."

"Is it that bad? | can take it back next tinme |I'mup that
way if you

don't like it."

He sounded so anxious that she made the m stake of | ooking
up at him

Damm hi s carel ess ki ndness, she wouldn't et himdo this
to her!

Time after tinme she had | oved soneone, only to | ose them

First her parents, then her grandnother, bitter old woman
t hat she was,
and finally Alice's children.

The last tinme she'd vowed it would never happen again, and
heaven hel p
her, it wouldn't.

School i ng her voice to hide any sign of enotion, she toyed
with the
shi ny bl ack-and-eggshel | papered hat box.

"No, it's lovely. That is, I"'msure it will be. | just I
w sh you
hadn't, that's all. | have two perfectly good hats, you

know, one for
sunmer, one for wnter."

"So now you have three. Well? What are you waiting for,
a bl ock and
tackle? Lift the blooming lid off, woman!"



He was back to his old arrogant self, face flushed, jaw
cl enched, eyes
glittering |Iike obsidian.

I f she'd thought he'd softened toward her, she'd been
sadly m st aken.

Sensi bl e.

He' d probably bought her a slat-brimed calico bonnet |ike
Hetty's to
wear while she worked in the garden.

Sitting ranrod straight in her nul e-eared chair, Kathleen
untied the

grosgrain ribbon that held the two parts of the oval box
t oget her.

If she was clunsier than usual, it was only because of her
bur ned

fingers, not because of the man who was hovering over her
i ke a great

bl ack cl oud.

"Rogan, why don't you sit over... Oh, ny. Ch, ny nercy,"
she whi spered
reverently.

Rogan cl eared his throat.

"I't was a foolish notion. You probably don't even |ike
flownery
bonnet s.

Look here, why don't | go fetch Hetty hone?"

Ignoring him she lifted the flowered confection carefully
fromits
nest and held it up before her.

A wealth of yellow silk roses began to trenble as if a
i ght spring
breeze had just brushed over them



Qui ckly she sat it down in the nest of tissue and stared
at it.

"I't's | ovely.
It's the loveliest thing |I've ever seen, Rogan.

" She |ifted her head to stare at him and he was stunned
to see
noi sture beadi ng her thick |ashes.

"How can | ever thank you?"

"You mght start by sailing that damed black thing into
t he nearest

swanp. |'ve never liked the |Iook of black on a wonman,
especi al ly one

wi th your coloring."

Too | ate, Rogan sensed that it had been the wong thing to
say.

Very carefully, she |lowered her gaze to the silly
confection of silk

and fl ocked veiling, making himw sh to God he'd brought
her a plain

cal i co sunbonnet instead.

In the mlliner's shop on a sunny Thursday norning, the
t hi ng had

| ooked young and fem nine and pretty, and he'd wanted to
give it to her

because he'd been feeling guilty.

And maybe because he'd sensed that underneath all her
prickliness she
was still awfully young, and.

, well, if not precisely pretty, at |east fem nine.
But here in the snoky ol d kitchen, between the black iron

stove and the
gal vani zed sink, it |ooked as out of place as a butterfly



in a boiler
room

Besi des whi ch, he was beginning to feel like a perfect
idiot, a feeling
he'd never been partial to.

Unfairly or not, that feeling quickly translated to anger.

He had already turned to | eave when Kat hl een, carefully
repl aci ng the

hat in its box and snoothing the tissue over the top,
sai d, "Thank you,

Rogan. It's the nicest thing anyone has even-" "Forget
it! | told you

how | feel about all that black you wear around here. If
you don't

want the dammed thing, give it to Hetty. She'll likely

put it out in
t he henhouse for a nesting box!"

But for once, his harsh words rolled right off Kathleen's
back.

He didn't fool her for a mnute.
He wasn't quite as tough as he'd |ike her to believe.

Perhaps if he hadn't rem nded her quite so nuch of a
little boy who'd

done sonething truly awful and was trying desperately to
bluster his

way through it, she would never have dared do what she did
next .

He was too old, too big and far too sure of hinself in the
ordi nary way
of things, while she was far too timd.

But he'd rem nded her so of Caleb.
Al ready made vul nerabl e by his kindness, she was touched

by his
attenpts to deny it, and before she could think better of



It, she rose

and hurried across to where he | ooned in the doorway,
intending only to

gi ve hima proper bread-and-butter kiss on the cheek.

After all, he had just presented her wwth the |oveliest,
nost gener ous
gi ft anyone had ever given her in her entire life.

She had no nore than laid a hand on his armand |ifted her
face to his
when he junped back as if she'd been about to slap him

She coul d have w thered and died on the spot.

Lifting her chin, she stiffened her spine and | ooked him
right in the
eye.

Wth a graciousness befitting a grand duchess, she said,

"You' re nost

generous. Tell Hetty | hooked the hen house door, and if

you need a

bl anket, you'll find one in the chest at the other end of
the |oft.

Good night, sir."

| f Kat hl een had thought she'd sleep better for having a
roomto
hersel f, she was sadly m staken.

Her eyes burned dryly as she went over in her mnd every
nuance of

every word and each | aden | ook that had passed between

t hem

What on earth had gotten into her to nmake her behave in
such a way?

He' d brought her a gift.

Surely not an extraordinary thing between a husband and a
w fe.



She had thanked him then sonmehow everything had seened to
cone
apart.

It was her fault, not his.

Wiy the devil couldn't she have sinply said thank you and
let it go at

that instead of rushing up and throw ng her arns around
hi nf

Way coul dn't she do anything right?
It wasn't as if she was given to enotional displays.
Just the opposite, in fact.

So why was it that the smallest remark from Rogan Rawson
I nvariably | ed

to her sailing off on a tangent and maki ng a fool of

her sel f 2.

His rejection had hurt her nore than she dared to admt,
even to
hersel f.

The | ast thing she thought of before she finally fell
asl eep sonetine

bet ween m dni ght and dawn was that there'd been several
nor e packages

| ying on the kitchen table.

Thank heavens she hadn't opened anot her one.

After that little performance, he'd probably crammed the
rest back into

his seabag and [it out for God knows where!

Up in the | oft, Rogan |ay awake and wondered for the
hundredth tinme if

she woul d really have kissed him

He pictured her nmouth, w der than was consi dered



f ashi onabl e.

He pictured her lips, soft, full, with just the shadow of
a val l ey
centering the | ower one.

They were deep pink, and he knew for a fact that there was
no artifice

i nvol ved, for he'd seen her with her face still flushed
from sl eep

He' d seen her before and after she'd washed her face of a
nor ni ng, and
t here was never any difference.

Sonetines she snelled |ike roses.

Soneti nes she snelled |ike soap and ci nnanon, after she'd
been
baki ng.

But it was the way she snell ed when she was hot and dusty
and danp with

perspiration that nade himso blasted restless he couldn't
sl eep.

It was that same restlessness that had made hi m go seeki ng
out Dell a,

only to beg off bedding her with an excuse so feeble she'd
| ooked at

himwth nore pity than scorn.

Damm that stiff-necked fenale, anyway!
He shoul d have stuck to his guns and hired a m ddl e- aged
wi dow to | ook

after Hetty.

Then he could have fired her, and that would have been the
end of it.

As it was, he was stuck with his bargain for good, and
t hat was bad.



Because, nmuch to his disgust, he'd just discovered that he
was not a

man who coul d vow before God to cleave hinself only unto
one woman, and

then run around and cl eave unto any damed petticoat that
caught his

fancy!

It was called adultery.

An ol d-fashi oned word for an ol d-fashi oned urge, one that
was as old as
manki nd.

HOwv t he hell was he to have known that he would turn out
to be that
singular oddity, a man for whomit was inpossible?

And where the hell did that | eave hi m now?

In spite of his plans to set out first thing in the
nor ni ng, Rogan
stayed on for another day.

He had no business |aying over.

He was al ready behind schedule, but the crew didn't give a
good damm.

They' d be paid either way, and laying over |like this, at
| east hal f of
t hem woul d get an unexpected shore | eave.

A hone- cooked neal and what ever other benefits a home
coul d provide.

Whi ch his couldn't.

O didn't.

"For the last tinme, where the devil did you put ny books,
Hetty?" he

denanded as soon as he'd dressed and cone downstairs for
br eakf ast .



"Mce ate 'em"
"Sanme as they ate ny winter clothes?"

"Were's ny present? Kathl een showed ne the bonnet you
gave her. 1Is
this m ne?"

Bef ore he could stop her, she was tearing into the | argest
of the

packages he'd left on the table the night before, ignoring
t he one that

held a bl ack wool shawl and the smaller one that held a
smal | silver

thinble in.

a sil k-enbroi dered case.

When she held up the yellow gown, with its crisp bl ack
vel vet accents,
he opened his nmouth to explain, then shut it again.

Josi ah, you owe ne for this.

| don't know what the penalty is for winging a preacher's
neck, but
whatever it is, it will damed well be worth it!"

Chapter Ten

Hetty gawked at the yellow silk gown. Kathleen | ooked
fromthe gown to

Rogan. Rogan, his face flushed dark red under its
perenni al tan, gazed

up at the snoke-stained ceiling.

"Lord |l ove us, boy, the mtes have got to your brain!
VWhy' d you bring
me a frock that don't even fit?"

She held it up to her short, plunp body and spread the
skirt with one
gnhar |l ed hand.



"Did you ever see anything so pretty in all your born
days? Too | ong,

t hough. | was never that tall, even before | comenced to
sink in on

nysel f."

Gazi ng down at herself, she whispered, "Ch, ne, if this
ain't the
prettiest thing | ever set ny eyes on."

"But | never neant... That is, | neant it for Kathleen--"
Rogan began,
but Kat hl een cut himoff.

"What Rogan neans is that he neant it for ne to nake over
to fit you,

since that was the only size they had it nmade up in. He

t hought |

could let it out a bit and take up the hem didn't you,
Rogan?"

Her steady gray gaze dared himto argue.

Rogan | ooked from Hetty to Kathleen, his | ook of
exasperation giving
over to one of resignation.

"I reckon that's just what | did nean, darling,” he told
the proud old

| ady as she kicked out first one foot and then another to
hear the soft

swish of the flared skirt.

"I was given to believe that Kathleen was a right fair
hand with a

needl e, but just in case she'd left her thinble behind, I
brought her a

new one."

He sent the younger woman a | ook of apol ogy.

"And a bl ack wool en shaw . "



"A shaw !"
Hetty scoff ed.

“If that's not just like a man, taking the easy way out.
| got shaw s

enough to stretch fromhere to the |ighthouse and back.
Pi eced 'em

into quilts, nost of '"em A woman don't need but three
shawl s, a warm

one for everyday, a pretty one for Sundays and a bl ack one
for burying

In. When ny tinme cones, you can lay ne away in ny new
yel l ow sil k

frock, and don't you dare cover up one speck of it with
any old shaw ,

ei ther, you hear?"

Before he | eft, Rogan nmanaged to steal a few m nutes al one
with his
wi fe.

Hetty had already set out on a round of visits to spread
t he news of
the yellow silk gown her stepson had brought her.

Rogan only hoped she hadn't stopped to fill her apron
pocket with the
rest of his nother's silverware on her way out the door.

It was downright enbarrassing to have to go around to the
nei ghbors and
ask for the return of it.

Mostly he didn't bother, although he tried to keep count
of what was
m ssing and where it had nost |ikely gone.

He knew as well as did the neighbors that anything they
returned woul d
be gi ven away agai n.

When one of her "giving spells" took her, Hetty was apt to
gi ve away



the feather tick right off her bed.
"I"msorry about the gown, Kathleen."
There was no point in pretending.

They both knew it had been neant for her.

Kat hl een did her best not to mnd, but she couldn't help
but wonder how

she woul d' ve | ooked wearing sonething so fine, sonething
so bright and

pretty.

Sonet hing that hadn't first bel onged to soneone el se.

"She adores it. It pleasured ne enough just to see her
face when she

held it up to her, Rogan. A woman never gets too old to
care about

pretty things."

"And you, Kathleen, do you care about pretty things?"
She began nervously tw sting a button on her sl eeve.

"Ch, why, surely | do. My new bonnet is so beautiful
can scarce take
ny eyes off it."

She had tried it on a dozen tines already.

"The gown was neant to go with it. | wanted to see you
all in yellow,

not in those drab colors you al ways wear, so that when I
pi ctured you,

| could--" He broke off, |ooking al nost enbarrassed, and
Kat hl een told

hersel f she nmust be m st aken.

Wiy shoul d he be enbarrassed just because he didn't |ike
the way she
dr essed?



It wasn't as if he hadn't voiced the sane opinion before
at every
concei vabl e opportunity.

Nevert hel ess, thinking to ease over the awkward nonent,
she assured him
that she did i ndeed need a new t hi nbl e.

"My old one showed signs of rest. And the shawl is--"
"I't's bl ack,

dammt! | don't want you wearing any nore bl ack. Next

time |"mable

to stop over, I'Il bring you another dress, sonething with
some 'col or

toit."

He was obvi ously enbarrassed, and Kathl een wanted to ease
hi s m nd.

Truly, she didn't m nd about the dress.
Not now that she'd had the night to get over it.

Not so terribly, awfully much.

"Hetty wll [ook--" "Ridiculous."

“"Not at all. She'll look just fine once | get it altered
to her

si ze.

What | take off the length | can piece into the sides so
that it wll

fit her well enough.

"Just see that she keeps her bonnet on,"
smle

twtched at the corners of his nouth.

sai d Rogan, and a

"You're a kindhearted wonan, M's. Rawson.

Kat hl een shook her head quickly and stared at the button
she' d j ust
tw sted off the sl eeve of her second-best bl ouse.



She'd dressed this norning in her gray skirt and the brown
shirtwai st
that had once been the top of one of Alice's day dresses.

It wasn't a particularly fashionable pairing, but at |east
It wasn't
bl ack.

" Kat hy ?"

She | ooked up at the sound of her shortened nane, and
Rogan lifted a
fist under her chin, tilting it higher, i7?

"Did you really |ike the hat?"

:?

"Oh, yes," she whispered.

"It's beautiful."”

Her eyes tangled with his and clung there.

When his snol dering gaze began to nove over her face, it
was |i ke being
stroked with a raven's feather.

"So are you," he said in a gritty whisper.

She felt his warm breath on her face just before his nouth
t ouched down

on hers.

Touched, lifted and returned in a tentative caress that
shattered her
' beyond recovery.

In the first instant, her |ips quivered, uncertain whether
to pucker or

clanmp shut, then it was too late to do either.

Hi s hands braced her cheeks, fingertips noving across her



t enpl es and
Into the edge of her hair.

Tilting his head first one way, then another, he expl ored
t he soft
terrain of her lips until she was trenbling all over.

When she felt the first touch of his tongue, the briefest
| i cki ng

caress, she noaned and m ght have col | apsed had he not
caught her to

hi m

Slow y, Rogan rel eased her and stepped back.
She was breathing as if she'd just run a mle uphill.

As for Rogan, he | ooked as if he'd seen a ghost and was
trying to
convince hinself they didn't exist.

For the longest tine, they stared at one another, then his
face seal ed

over and he was once again the stern man she had stood
beside in a

stuffy parlor in Beaufort, North Carolina, and pl edged her
lifel ong

al | egi ance to.

Ever practical, Kathleen was first to recover.

Drawi ng herself up to her tallest height, she lifted her
chin and said

with only the slightest trace of unevenness, "WII
you--that is, |

suppose you have to get back to your ship?"

He nodded.
"I hadn't planned on staying this long. Dick'll likely be
com ng after

me if | don't head out directly."

"You'd think he was the captain instead of you," Kathl een



mur mur ed.
"Aye, you would, wouldn't you?" he said absently.
Rooted in place, he stared down at her.

He swal | owed hard, and she saw a nuscle in his jaw
tighten.

She'd been dimy aware that his seabag was resting beside
t he front
door.

Abruptly, he turned and swng it up and over his shoul der
in one fluid
nmot i on.

At the door, he paused to say, "Take care, little
Prinrose."

Pri nr ose.

He'd call ed her that before, although she had no idea what
It neant.

Si ghi ng, she watched himanble off across the front yard.

In his | ean black pants, his black knit jersey and'l eather
knee boots
softened with age and wear, he was a striking man.

Not storybook handsone |ike Callum perhaps, but there was
somet hi ng
about him all the sane.

Sonething far nore arresting than a sinple arrangenent of
fl awl ess
f eat ures.

Rogan had been gone three weeks when runors of the first
stormof the

season reached t he banks.

It was Call um who brought the first real news, although



Anpos and al

the men of the village had been nuttering for days about
unseasonabl y

war m weat her and the greasy | ook of the surf.

"Count 'em"™ one man sai d.

"Ever' seventh one is a booner. If it don't change by
tonorrow, |I'm
taking up ny nets."

"Me, I'mputting out nmy flounder net first thing in the
norning. |'d
wel cone a hard shift, we've not had no wind to speak of
all season.”

"She'll .veer off to the no'thard afore she hits the
Carol i nas, "
opined a fairly young fisherman.

But Callumdidn't think so.

After spending an hour or so with his father, he cane to
warn t he
Rawson womnen.

"The word is that sonme of the islands down the Cari bbean
have al r eady

taken a beating, Kathleen. She m ght bl ow herself out or
Cross over

into the gulf, but it won't htfft to be ready just in
case."

"But the weather's so |lovely! Al nost |ike sumer again,"”
Kat hl een
pr ot est ed.

She set out coffee and a plate of sagamte cakes she'd
baked the day
bef ore, using brown sugar and parched cornneal .

They tal ked of what had gone on since Callum had | ast been
hone.



Kat hl een omtted to nention that Hetty had been nore
forgetful than
ever.

Just that norning she'd taken a small spool -1 egged table
fromthe

sitting roomand carried it all the way over to Dosher and
Achsah

Burrus's house, claimng she' d never liked the thing
anyway, and Achsah

had of fered her seventy-five cents for it.

Calling out to Kathleen when she wal ked by on her way to
the store,
Achsah had advised her to let it pass.

"After a week or so, I'll tote it back. Poor Hetty,
she'l | have forgot

all about it by then. Course, if she sees it in ny

parlor, she's just

as apt to accuse ne of stealing it, but then, she'll
forget that,

too."

Poor Hetty.

On her bad days she was |like a crow, picking up whatever
caught her
fancy and hiding it away.

On her good days, she rem nded Kat hl een of a cat her
gr andnot her had
once had.

The pesky thing was forever presenting themw th snall
gifts.

Usual |y smal | dead rodents, but occasionally a half-dead
snake.

In between forays to give or to take, she seened perfectly
content to

sit in her roomin the bentwood rocker she clai med Ednund
had gi ven



her, but which was a suspicious match for Anpbs's, and sew
on her
quilts.

Kat hl een had gi ven up on cl eaning the ol der wonan's
bedchanber .

It was crowded with trunks, chests and boxes, a |ayer of
lint and dust

over all, but Hetty pitched a fit if she dared enter with
nop or dust

cl ot h.

Cal | um got up and poured them nore coffee.

"You're looking fit," she told him

"I thought you'd be back on the river by now"

"Thank you. I wish | could say the sane, but you're
| ooking tired."

Kat hl een didn't take offense.
She was tired.

"As for why |'m back, | was on nmy way south from New York
when | heard

about the storm and | thought maybe Paw coul d use a hand.
It

surprised nme to see how old he's gotten when | was here

| ast. | guess

| expected everything to stay the sane while I was away."

They tal ked of this and that.

Kat hl een was wearing her ol dest dress, and that none too
cl ean, but she

gave her appearance no nore thought than she would have if
she' d been

sitting across the table from Cal eb.

Wiile Callumregaled her with tales of fast horses and
fancy wonen, of



fortunes won and |lost on a roll of the dice and hearts
br oken and

mended in a single night under the M ssissippi noon, he
devoured nore

than half the cakes and drank two nore cups of coffee.

By nature fastidious to a fault, he had |ong since dropped
all pretense
of formality with Kathl een.

Such was the easy friendship between them

Now, vest unbuttoned and shirt collar | oosened, he watched
as she set

about putting the kitchen to rights, lazily entertaining
her with a few

nore of his outrageous tales.

Not that she would ever tell him but nmost she di sm ssed
out of hand as
bol d exaggerations, if not outright fabrications.

"How on earth did you cone to be a ganbler? I'"'msure it's
not hi ng you

| ear ned from Anps,
towel over the
rack.

she said as she snpot hed the dish

"You know how it is with black sheep. W follow the scent

of gold and

adventure. Can we help it if others occasionally follow
al ong behi nd

us, hoping our incredible luck will rub off on thenf"

"“I'n other words you' ve dedicated your life to | eading
ot her poor souls
astray," she teased with nock sternness.

"No, dear heart, | only neant that being a dedicated bl ack
sheep is a

| onely business. It helps to have conpany al ong the way."

He grinned, and she shook her head.



The man was obvi ously sonething of a scanp, but she had an
| dea he
wasn't nearly so depraved as he pretended.

Now and then she caught a glinpse of sonething under the
surface--a

sadness, a w stful ness, perhaps that nmade her wonder if he
was truly

happy with his chosen life.

“If there's a stormcomng, and if it's as bad as you say,
then 111
have to be up early in the norning to get ready. Go hone,
w il you,
Cal | une"

"I thought we m ght have a gane of cards now that you' ve
got the table
cl eaned of f."

"What, and have you starve us all? You' ve already won

hal f a peck of

bl ack-eyed peas off nme, and that's half a peck nore than I
can afford

to | ose.”

"Coward," he teased with a w ckedly handsone grin.

“I'"'l'l be over first thing after breakfast to hel p you
batten down. "

"Take care of Anpbs first, then if there's still tinme, |
coul d use a

hand. This place is different fromwhat |I'mused to.
It's a |lot | ower

for one thing."

After he left, Kathleen went about closing up for the
ni ght, her m nd
darting around like a devil's darning needle.

Where was Rogan?

Was the stormreally headed their way?



Had Hetty hooked the chicken house door?

Wher e was Rogan?

Had Hetty gone to sleep with the | anp burni ng?

She shoul d have sent Anpbs sone sagam te cakes.

She' d have to renenber to send sone over tonorrow.

And she'd better kill a chicken and boil it down, and get
In plenty of

firewood before the rains comenced.

Rai n barrels.

She'd have to see to that, because if the tide cane up
over the

cistern, they wouldn't be able to drink the water until it
was cl eaned

out again.

Kat hl een was no stranger to typhoid fever, nor to

hurri canes, having

| ived at Beaufort nost of her life.

But Beaufort, even though it was exposed, had the
advant age of being on

t he mai nl and.

If the terrible tides threatened, one could always pile
everyone into a

buggy and head i nl and.

Here on the banks there was no such opti on.

Half a mle in one direction |ay the ocean.

A stone's throw in the other was the Panmlico Sound.
There were creeks and marshes wi nding all through the

village, and in
the short tinme since she'd been living there, she'd seen



the tide cone

up over the road in |less than an hour when the w nd backed
t he sound

water up into the creeks.

Were was Rogan?
Wul d he worry about them or would he trust her to | ook
after

everyt hi ng?

A dozen tines as she got ready for bed, she wondered such
t hi ngs.

Once she even stood still for a monent, a bath cloth in
her hand, shut

her eyes tightly and willed .

himto cone honme to her

Whi ch was ri di cul ous.

Unl ess, perhaps, she added an anen at the end, in which
case it m ght

pass for a prayer.

Moving with the quiet efficiency indicative of her nature,
she cl osed

w ndows, blew out Hetty's |lanp and set the danper on the
stove so as to

keep the coals alive for norning.

Rogan was in no real danger, she assured herself.

He'd been sailing all his life; surely he knew how to take
care of

hi msel f and his crew by now.

But what if he hadn't heard about the stornf

O fshore, out of sight of |and, who would tell hinf

A passing ship?



VWhat if no ship passed within hailing distance?

Dal | y newspapers were of no help at all to a man who was
constantly at

sea, and there were no seagoi ng tel egraphers that she'd
ever heard

of .

Carrier pigeon?
Carrier sea gull?

That night, Kathleen |lay awake worrying until finally,

| ong after

m dni ght, her innate good sense took over, rem nding her
of all she had

to do the next day.

If there was a stormcom ng, she'd be far too busy | ooki ng
after

Rogan's hone and his famly to waste tinme worrying over
sonet hi ng she

couldn't hel p.

He was a grown nan.

No doubt he'd been through stornms aplenty before this.
She couldn't afford to dwell on the thought of a flinsy
little

cockl eshel | bobbing on top of a furious sea, subject to
crushi ng waves

and mast - snappi ng w nds.

She couldn't and she woul dn't.

Rogan had married her to | ook after his shorebound
I nterests.

She woul d do the very best she could, and when she'd done
everyt hi ng

she could think of, she'd just have to pray.

The Lord m ght have trouble placing her voice, for it



wasn't one He
heard on any regul ar basis, but by the tinme she got done
with Hmthis

time, He'd probably be willing to grant her al nost
anything just to
shut her up.

I f there was one thing Kathleen knew about herself--and
actually, there
were several it was that she was no quitter

As the stormraged up the coast and reports of the
devastation left

behi nd passed fromtongue to ear, Kathleen worked
feverishly to

pr epar e.

Thank God for Callum

He made her | augh when she was too tired even to smle and
sm | e when
she was so tense with worry she could scarce function.

He and Anps hel ped anchor her rain barrels to the porch
railing after
lifting themup out of reach of the tide.

The very first thing Hetty had done was to see that her
new si |l k gown

was safe on the highest shelf in the house, well wapped
in oiled

cl ot h.

After that, she made trip after trip to the loft with
bundl es of

quilting materi al.

Kat hl een had carried her own bel ongi ngs upstairs.

She paused to gaze regretfully at her |ovely clean room
all freshly

scrubbed and ref urbi shed.

Per haps the storm would veer out to sea at the | ast



m nute, and she
woul dn't have it all to do over again.

Then again, perhaps it wouldn't.
Wth Callum s hel p, she stacked furniture.

"What about the rugs?

she asked.

"Later. Where's that little spool -l egged table that used
to sit over
by the w ndow?"

"Achsah Burros is, uh, borrowing it for a spell.”

He sent her a | ook of understanding as he stacked a snall
wooden chest
onto a table.

"Ch, well, that won't be the only thing msplaced if this
storm cones

right up the coast. Folks'I| be spending a good part of

t he next week

tracki ng down their bel ongings and toting them back hone
again."

“Mercy, | hope not!"

She lifted out the bottom drawer of the heavy |inen chest
and | ooked
around for a place to put it.

“Maybe it'll go on out to sea."
And then she bit her lip.

G ven the choice, she'd rather have it slaminto the
island full force

than to know t hat Rogan was sonewhere out there fighting
to stay

alive.



Call nmm took the drawer from her hand and stacked it with
t he ot hers on
top of the chest.

It was the best he coul d do.

The stairs were already so full they were scarcely
passabl e.

"Poor old Rogue," he said, shaking his head.

"Bad enough to have to go chasing all over creation after
boats, water

barrels and sections of fence that have floated off

Wi t hout havi ng

sonmeone on the inside handi ng out your bel ongings right
and left."

Kat hl een brushed the hair off her face and took a nmonment
to flex her
shoul ders.

"They all seemto understand. |'d better start on the
pantry."

"1l lift the barrels. Wuld you care to place a small
wager on how
high the tide will cone in the house?"

"Wth the man who once bet on the nunber of pickles in a
barrel ? And
won? I'mtired, Cal, not daft."

Cal lum | ooking every inch the dandified riverboat ganbler
despite the

casual open neck of his ivory silk shirt, grinned
unabashedl y.

Kat hl een fl opped down on one of the few chairs left on the
fl oor and

nopped her forehead, |eaving her soft fringe standi ng on
end.

By the next norning, the house was as secure as she could



make it.

Kat hl een had cooked up enough to feed an arny, sending
nore than hal f
of it over to Anps's house.

She was taking a breather while Callum and Hetty set up
the quilting
frame in the loft.

That had been Kathleen's first suggestion when Cal |l um had
cone over
t hat day.

Kat hl een had cone to realize that usually when the old
wonman acted up,

It was because she was upset with Kathl een over sone real
or i magi ned

of f ense.

Therefore Kat hl een took pains to nake sure the chick ens
and her

quilting apparatus were safe, and that Hetty had
everything upstairs

she wanted upstairs, regardl ess of how many trips it took
to get it al

up there.

"Are you sure Anpbs isn't needing you?" she asked as
Cal | um cane
downstairs, snoothing his flaw essly grooned hair.

"Paw? He's been through this drill so many tines he could
doit in his
sl eep. The rugs next, | reckon. Of your duff, |ady."

"Do we roll or fol d?"
"Roll. Hope you haven't swept too nuch dirt under here."
"I think I've just been insulted. Forgive ne if | don't

get on ny high
horse. Too nuch of an effort."”



She was fired.
She was filthy.

The hair she'd put up so neatly that norning was now tied
in a | opsided
twst wwth a scrap of yarn

Her shirttail had cone | oose, and the apron she'd put on
clean a few

hours ago was torn in two places and not fit for the scrap
bag.

Thank goodness there was no one here to see her except
Cal l um she

t hought, not even wondering at her own |ack of vanity
around what nust

surely be the handsonmest man in the world.

The rain had begun nore than an hour before, a fine, warm
m st that
bl ew al nost hori zontal ly.

"You' d better think about getting honme before the tide
cones up in the

mar sh and catches you here," she said as she finished
rolling up a

smal | Turkey rug and dusting off her hands.

"How do we get the plugs out of the holes, knock them
t hrough or pull
t hem out ?"

"Knock 'emthrough,” said Callum

"After the tide goes - down, you can shove a corncob in
them unti |

Rogan can fit another set. And Kathy--if the water cones
up too fast

and you feel the house start to shift, for God's sake,
open t he doors,

will you? I'd hate to wake up tonorrow and find your
house sitting on

Paw s front porch."



"I mnot worried about the house floating, |I'mworried
about the

varm nts that mght conme in before | can plug up the
scuppers again."

Kat hl een waited until Callumfinished rolling up the I arge
rug, then
| ooked around for a place to put it.

Every surface above the high-water mark on the walls was
al ready
full.

"Quit worrying, the snakes are no nore thrilled with the
| dea of

sharing a house with two squeal i ng wonen than you are.
Now I, on the

ot her hand--" "Are an inveterate scanp. | never squeal.

| do believe

|'d rather have a nest of snakes for conpany than a

ri verboat ganbl er

who can tal k abody's ears off even while he's eating her
out of house

and hone."

"“Ah, you wound ne vastly!"

He tried to | ook vastly wounded, but kneeling on the floor
in'a pair

of filthy buff britches, his blue eyes sparkling with

m schi ef, he

didn't |l ook vastly anything, except devilish.

By the tinme the rugs were put out of reach of the tide and
Kat hl een had

made a fresh pot of coffee, the water was halfway up to

t he porch and

rising rapidly.

“"Not that I want to seeminhospitable,” she said, "but
hadn't you

better get on honme while you still can? You're not
exactly dressed for



swW mm ng. "

The wi nd was begi nning to whine now, whipping the |ong
boughs of the
| i ve oaks around in an unnatural direction.

"l hate to | eave you all al one here.™

“I"'mnot alone, | have Hetty, and we'll be just fine,

t hanks to your

hel p. I do thank you, Callum | don't know what |'d have
done w t hout

you. "

"You' d have done just fine. Rogan woul d be proud of you."
For sonme reason, the thought saddened her.

"I suppose. He knows |I'msensible, It's why he married
me; after
all."

Cal lums nicely arched brows clinbed in surprise, but al
he said was,
"The roof' ||l probably |eak, you know."

"Wn't matter all that nuch, since the floor |eaks, too.
Tired as she was, she nmanaged a cheeky grin.

"We could always stay up all night and drown our sorrows
while we play
cards," Call um suggest ed.

“I"d let you wwn. Stormroles are different from ordinary
rol es. They
favor the fair sex."

"At the nmonment, | hardly feel fair, much |l ess---" She
broke off, her
cheeks reddeni ng under a generous |ayer of grine.

Cal | um chuckl ed, and she could cheerfully have crowned him
w th her



best skillet.

| nstead, she bundled up the | ast few sagam te cookies and
shoved them
across the table.

"Here, these are for Anbs. M nd you don't devour the |ot
before you
even get hone."

"My dear, you do ne an injustice. Do | look like the kind
of nman who
woul d steal the food out of his own father's nouth?"

"I'"d say that was a pretty sound description.”

Wth the indolent grace so typical of himand so very
different from

Rogan's coil ed-spring tension---Callumwandered to the
back door and

opened it to | ook out.

"Hm I|'mafraid |'ve already waited too | ong.

The water's up another six inches in the past hour.

It's all the way over the wood bin and hal fway up the--"

Ch, ny
mercy, | plunb forgot about |aying in nore wood!

" " Then we've best get at it, else you may have to burn
the furniture
and poor Hetty wouldn't have anything left to give away.

" " But you said--" Per haps | exaggerated just a bit.
There's still a fewsplits on the top, under the eaves of
t he shed,

that aren't too wet.
"Oh, horse biscuits,”
pantry to

snatch her jacket from behind the door.

Kat hl een muttered, striding into the



It was an old spencer of Alice's that was snagged, pulled
and nended.

Tugging it on, she thought about the gl oves she wore for
rough work,

but hadn't the slightest notion where she had put them
There was no tine to waste | ooking.

"Where's your coat? Ch."

He was wearing it.

After straggling with furniture and rugs and all Hetty's
odds and ends,

he was still so well put together, she felt |like a
scar ecr ow besi de
hi m

"l was wondering where ny work gloves were, but even if
|'d found them
|'d be bound to offer themto you."

She Iifted one of his well-kept hands in her own
wor k- r oughened one and
shook her head ruefully.

"There ought to be a | aw against nmen |i ke you," she
snapped, a smle

threatening in spite of her irritation.

"Probably is."

Cal | um renoved his boots and stockings.

Rel uctantly, for she'd never much cared for wading in
mur ky wat ers,

Kat hl een fol |l owed suit.

Thinking of all the creatures that could be crawing or
SW nmmi ng

unseen, she left on her stockings.

Any protection was better than none.



"I can fetch in the wood. by nyself, you know. | won't
melt."

"Quit trying to be so dammed i ndependent and get a nove
on, wll
you?"

"What about Anps? Wn't he be needi ng you?"

"Paw? All he wants is a checkers opponent. That's all he
does during

a storm Drink, sleep and play checkers. Believe ne, the
way he pl ays

it, it's no ganme of chance."

The rain had ceased for the nonent, and hol di ng up her
skirts, Kathleen

bravely stepped off the bottomstep and into the swirling
dark water.

It wasn't particularly cold, but the thought of what m ght
be | urking

in its depths nade her hurry to the shed and | oad her arns
with as many

sticks as he could carry.

They made two trips, shoving the danp wood inside the

ki tchen door to

be dealt with |ater

"Thank goodness the rain's stopped," she observed.

"For the nonent. Wnd's picked up some, though.”

"The tide's already up to the--oh, ny nercy!"”

"That hi gh?"

Cal lumteased as he bent to roll his trousers up another
two turns.

"l clean forgot to feed the chickens! Hetty al ways gives
t hem



sonet hing before they go to roost, and | prom sed her
faithfully I'd

give them an extra neasure of corn, and now-" "Let ne do
it for you.
Tell nme where you keep everything, and I'lIl be glad to---"

"I can do it

qui cker than | can tell you how, but thank you. Hetty'l
ask after

every one of her hens by nane, and if | can't tell her,
she's apt to

come out here and see for herself, and that's the | ast
thing I need.”

“"Then I'Il come along. If you're bound and determ ned to
be a martyr
to a flock of silly birds, I may as well go watch."

Rat her than stand there arguing with him she allowed him
t he
privil ege.

Knowi ng too well how snakes swam about in search of higher
ground as

the tide began to rise, she wasn't particularly anxious to
wade to the

henhouse al one.

In no nore tine than it took to fill the water containers,
put out

fresh corn and run her hand into the seven nest boxes on

t he of f chance

of finding a late-laid egg, the tide had risen still

hi gher .

Kat hl een, her skirts by now unabashedly pull ed between her
| egs and

tucked under her wai stband, hooked the door behind her and
stared at

the turgid water that covered her garden, the small fig
trees she'd set

out and both steps to the kitchen.

livious to the fact that her nuslin drawers were



shanmeful | y exposed,

she hitched her skirt nore securely and started down the
ranp, where

Cal | um was wai ti ng.

"All done?"

"Thank goodness, yes. |'d have let them go hungry for
once if | didn't

think Hetty would get up in the mddle of the night to go
feed the poor

stupid things."

"Chickens don't eat in the dark. Even | know that nuch."
"Try telling Hetty that," she said with a grin.

Maki ng her way carefully down the barred ranp, which was
nore slippery

than ever, she was glad she'd | eft on her stockings.
"Ever ride piggyback?"

"“I'"ve been the piggy, but never the rider."

"Then we'd better do it the ol d-fashioned way."

Wt hout giving her a chance to open her nouth, he swung
her into his

arnms and stepped into the noving tide.

"Cal, put ne down! |'malready wet through," she

protested, giggling
as she threw her arns around his neck and hung on.

"Quit wiggling or I'll drop you."
"You don't have to do this, honestly! |I've been wadi ng
all ny lifel"

“I'n hurricane tide? Al full of noxious verm n you don't
even want to

t hi nk about ? Ever had your toe grabbed by an oyster

t oad?"



And when she shuddered, he | aughed and said, "No, |
t hought not."

The wind tugged at her hair, blowing it across both their
faces.

Her stocki ngs had cone undone from where she'd anchored
t hem at her

knee and were slowy slithering down her calf, show ng
nore skin than

nost decent wonen ever showed another |iving soul.

"We' Il go around to the front door, since we've all but
bl ocked t he
back one with firewood."

"Just mnd you don't step in a hole and drop ne!"

It occurred to her that if the fine citizens of Beaufort
coul d see her
now, her reputation would be sunk beyond repair.

The thought provoked another giggle, which in turn
provoked a response

from Callum as he straggl ed agai nst the wet wi nd toward
t he house.

To make the going nore treacherous, the soft, driving rain
had started
up again.

"What the devil are you | aughing about, wonan? And watch
t hat
el bow "

But he was chuckling, too, as he waded around the corner
of the house
hol di ng her hi gh agai nst his chest.

Her face buried in his neck against the rain, she said, "I
was | ust

t hi nki ng- -
to see why.

He cane to an abrupt halt, and she peeped out



"Thi nking..." she repeated m ndl essly.
Her eyes w dened.
"Rogan?"

"Kat hl een! What the hell is going on here! Callum

damrit, that's ny

wife you' re--" "Kathleen Stevens? |Is that really you?
Goodness, you

poor dear, so this is where you've been hiding. Wy, the
whol e t own

was tal king--that is, we were wondering what had happened
to you

after. ..

Well, | nmean, Alice said you' d run away and married sone
sailor, but I
never dreaned..."

Pah-i ce Rhodes's avid gaze noved fromCallunis face to
Kat hl een' s and
back agai n.

Both her arnms were clinging to Rogan's neck, and she
turned to | ook at
hi m

"But you said---surely, Rogan, you're not the sailor she
marri ed? Not
our poor |ittle Kathleen!"

Kat hl een had heard that sane tone of overdone innocence
too many tines

to be taken in by it now

Patrice had known, all right, but know ng, why had she
cone?

More to the point, what did she want?

The tide swirled around the nuscul ar thighs of both nen a
t hey



confronted each other, each holding a woman in his arns
Rogan gl ar ed

inmpartially at both Call um and Kat hl een.

Patri Ce, | ooking beautiful and hel pl ess and everything
Kat hl een despaired

of ever being, gazed speculatively fromone to other.
Kat hl een had eyes only for Rogan.

He was safe.

After her worry, he was safe and secure!

So why did her heart feel like a | ead weight?

It was Callumwho finally broke the inpasse.

"Shall we inside, or would you rather stand here a while
| onger ?

Kat hy,s no real weight, but I'mafraid she's wet hal fway
up her,

| i nbs.

I'"d not like to see her catch a chill."

A chill 1 Judging fromthe way she felt, Kathleen thought
I far nore

l'i kel y she m ght burst into flanes!

Chapter El even

Qur little Kathleen.

I f that woman called her that one nore tine, Kathleen was
going to

crowmn her with the butter crock!

She was no one's little anything, surely not Patrice's.
Ever since Mdrton had built the new house directly behind

t he Rhodes
mansi on, Kathl een had had to tolerate the wonan.



Alice had been flattered by Patrice's offer of friendship.

She'd been conpletely taken in, but then, Alice had been
taken in by
Morton, too.

"I just can't get over what a |ovely coincidence it was,
findi ng you
this way after all these nonths, dear."”

Patrice fluttered a pale hand over her prom nent bosom
calling

attention to the ruffle-edged cutout that showed an

I nor di nat e anount

of cl eavage.

To Kat hl een's way of thinking, the pink and maroon vel vet
gown was nore

suited to a ballroomthan riding out a hurricane in a

t hr ee- mast ed

schooner!

Except that she wasn't going to ride out the storm aboard
the Wiite

Wtch, she was going to sit it out right here in Rogan's
sl eepi ng

| of t.

By the tinme Kathleen could think of a suitably polite
response to

Patrice's remarks, the wi dow had al ready turned her
attention to Rogan,

joining himat the window to stare out into the wild
dar kness.

Stiff with irritation, Kathleen turned to Rogan's Hetty
had | ong since
settl ed herself.

"Hetty, do you other blanket? | can feel the draft al
t he way over
here."



"My feet's already warm as hot biscuits. Tell Rogan crack
the | eeward
wi ndow a mte nore, wll you?"

In spite of herself, Kathleen had to as nuch French brandy
toni ght as

Hetty had--purely to off the rheumatics, of course--she'd
i kely be

conpl ai ni ng the heat, too.

"Unl ess you want to get wet clean through, you' d best make
do with
what' s al ready open.™

It was only open an inch, and that only to keep the walls
from gi ving
way when the storm pressure changed suddenly.

If it weren't that, Kathleen would have shut it |ong
before now to the
dreadful sound of the w nd.

Lord, but it was wld out therel

Seated on an pallet between the quilting Kathleen found
her attention
straying to the couple by the far w ndow.

They made a handsone pair, she had admt, with Patrice so
bl ond and
fragil e and Rogan so and ragged.

Each tine the wind screamed | ouder than or a branch broke
of f and

struck the side of the house, grabbed Rogan's arm and
buried her face

agai nst his She'd been practically hangi ng around his neck
ever they'd

got hone.

Not that Kat hl een cared.

It was nothing to her if he to wear the silly twit around
hi s neck, but



she'd have a grown woman woul d have nore pride.

Noi se al one never hurt a body, and what's nore, Patrice
Rhodes was
enough to stand on her own two feet!

The nore Kat hl een thought about it, the nore seened that
Patrice had

pi cked Rogan's ship to travel There were any nunber of
shi ps that could

have taken Baltinore.

For that matter, she could have gone caught a train.
Kat hl een told herself she was not sinply being woul dn't
have begrudged

giving shelter to a cur on a night like this.

Al the sane, why did it have to be the one wonman in al
the worl d who

had wi tnessed that scene with Mrton?

She woul dn't have minded if Rogan had wanted to bring hone
sonmeone |ike

Amanda Crotts.

O even that awful M. Egles-ton.

I nstead, he'd brought Patrice, and there wasn't a bl essed
t hi ng she

could do about it.

Putting the best face on the matter, she had asked about
Alice and the

children, and been given only the briefest accounting.
Alice was fine.

The children were fine.

The baby was due in a few nonths, and Alice was big as a
house.

Wth a knowing smrk Patrice had volunteered the fact that



Mort on was
doi ng well, too.

"I do believe he m sses you, though.™

Counting to ten, Kathleen had offered to nmake coffee and
was asked for
t ea.

She had of fered npl asses cakes and was asked if that was
all she had to
of fer.

"There's cold chicken and pickles, but I"'mafraid that's
all until the

ti de goes down and | can get to the pantry. Maybe you
shoul d' ve stayed

aboard the Wtch."

Whi ch was hardly hospitable, but at that point, Kathleen
was past

caring.
"Oh, dear, |'d have been sinply terrified,"” Patrice said
wth a

del i cat e shudder.

"“I"'m sure Rogan woul d' ve been happy to stay aboard and
t ake care of
you. "

She could'ye bitten off her tongue the m nute the words
sl i pped out.

Patrice pouted, |ooked hel pl ess, wounded and unbel i evably
beautiful, in
spite of the water spots on her pink vel vet.

Her hair was the kind that curled even nore when it was
danp.

Kat hl een tried to force an apol ogy past her lips and found
she wasn't
generous enough to do it.



Wth a vicious tw st, she rammed an escapi ng hairpin hone.
Rogan scow ed.

"You' d both best get sone sleep while you can.”

He was wat chi ng Kat hl een, deliberately trying to make her
feel ashaned

of her shrew shness, she told herself.

Jutting her chin, she sat up straight on her pallet and
crossed her wet

stocki nged feet at the ankles and her arns over her bosom
Sonething flickered in Rogan's eyes, but she made no
effort to

interpret his feelings.

She'd be better off not know ng.

"Wnd's falling off sone now, but we'll catch the back of
It before
| ong,"” he said calnmy.

"The eye, you nean."

"Right. Is there anything you need done during the lull?
' m goi ng
down to check on things bel ow "

Rogan shrugged, but the Rhodes woman still hung on like a
bar nacl e.

The same way she'd been hanging onto himsince the storm
had first
caught them just south of Ccracoke.

Hs first mate had as good as threatened to drown her if
Rogan didn't
t ake her ashore with him

He continued to stare at the strange little creature he'd
marri ed.



I f she had a worry in the world, she kept it well hidden,
sitting there

cool as you please in her filthy wet stockings with her
bedr aggl ed

skirt spread primy over those |ong, shapely |inbs of

her s.

Her hair had |l ong since slipped its nooring, she'd

coll ected a snudge

of soot on her cheek, and she still managed to | ook as if
butter

woul dn't nelt in her nouth.

Dammed if he wouldn't |like to know what it would take to
get her
raf fl ed!

A hurricane obviously couldn't do it.

What would it take to have her clinging to himthe way the
Rhodes wonman
di d?

The way she'd been hanging on to Callum when they'd waded
around the

corner, laughing up into his face as if they'd known each
ot her all

their lives.

O maybe known each other considerably better than she
knew her own
husband.

At the sound of a snore fromthe corner, three pairs of
eyes sw vel ed
toward the bed.

"Well, would you look at that! The old sot's gone out
like a light,"”
Patrice said with a breathl ess giggle.

"Hetty's joints ache when the weather turns," Kathleen

said evenly.



"She only uses her nedicine when it hurts too nuch to
sl eep. ™

The nedi ci ne in gquestion being Rogan's French brandy, but
she saw no

need to el aborate.

Patri ce shrugged.

Rogan gl ower ed.

Kat hl een | ocked her spine into place and stared straight
ahead.

Suddenly, there was no sound at all.

It was eerie, as though they were shut in a gigantic tin
with the Iid

seal ed on

And then Hetty snored again, and Kathl en becane aware of
t he sound of

spl ashi ng wat er sonmewhere bel ow

Rogan strode across the roomto the stairwell.

"Stay back, I'lIl check it out," he said, shaking off the
woman who

hurried after himand was still clinging to his arm
"Ahoy! You still kicking up there?"

The voice cane quite clearly through the door that had
been wedged open

to allowthe tide to flow freely without lifting the house
off its

f oundat i on.

"Cal |l un? What the bl oody hell are you doing out and
about ?"

They heard a scraping sound, then the splash of footsteps,
and t hen



there was Caihim grinning up at themfromthe bottom of
t he
stairwel|.

Swi nging his lantern around, he gl anced behind him
"Looks |ike you're about six, seven inches under.
W're no nore' n five.

Guess we got lucky on this one.

" " Yeah.
" lIgnoring Rogan's growl ed response, Callum started up the
stairs,

pausi ng to squeeze the water fromhis trousers.
been back

sooner to help out, but | thought I'd best wait for the
wind to drop.

|'d have

| don't fancy having a shingle cone sailing off a roof and
slice ny
head of f my neck.

Patrice had edged in beside Rogan at the head of the
stairs.

Wth one hand resting on his shoul der, she stared avidly
at the man who

paused to hang his lantern on a nail, then stepped up into
the |oft.

He was wet to his waist, his once-pale trousers huggi ng
his trimform
|l i ke a second skin.

Kat hl een, anused, saw Patrice's hand slide off Rogan's
shoul der,

wat ched her eyes w den as they played over Callum s neatly
constructed

form

"l don't believe we've officially net," she nurnured.



"You rushed off so fast earlier. |I'mPalrice Rhodes.
was traveling
north with Captain Rawson when the storm caught US."

"Cal lum McNair, ma'am Real pleasure.”
He turned and grinned at Kat hl een.

"Hpw re you faring, ny dear heart? Oyster toads been
ni bbl i ng at your
t oes?"

If the carel ess endearnent had been designed to inflane,
it
succeeded.

Rogan's face hardened as he | ooked fromone to the other,
but before he

could react, Callumclapped himon the back and said
cheerfully, "Good

to see you again, Rogue. Well...looks |ike she's already
passed t he

hi gh-water mark."

In Beaufort, Patrice was well known for stirring up
trouble for the
sheer pleasure of it.

Pitting one man agai nst another for her own anmusenent was
just the sort
of thing she excelled in.

"Coul d you see anything on the way over?"

Kat hl een asked, hoping to deflect the rising tension.
“Not much. Just the usual. Skiff lodged in a tree.

Chi ckens perched

on tonbstones. Got a towel up here, love? | seemto have
gotten a bit

danp around the edges."”

Rogan threw himthe towel he had used earlier when he'd



cone upstairs
after reconnoitering bel ow.

It was wet and slightly nuddy.

"This isn't a dammed hotel, you know "
Kat hl een spoke up quickly.

“I's Anmos all right?"

"Sound asleep, just like |I told you. Took forty-seven
dollars off nme

In a checker match, finished off the bottle of bourbon I
brought him

and turned in. | got to thinking about poor old Rogan
over here with

all these wonenfolk to | ook after, and it occurred to ne
t hat he m ght

be in need of reinforcenments.”

Rogan snort ed.

"Go wake up Anps and get your noney back, | don't need any
hel p."

Cheerfully ignoring him Callumsaid, "I shut your door
when | cane

I n.

Scuppers' |l take care of the flow from now on.

| ran into half a dozen nuskrats on the way over, | ooking
for a dry
pl ace to set up housekeepi ng again.

"Oh, heavens, do tell ne you' re not serious,"” Patrice said

W th a gasp
and a delicate shudder.

Bot h nen i gnored her.

Kat hl een i gnored her.



She'd had about all she could take for one day.

Patrice noved over to a stack of Hetty's quilts and cut
her eyes at
Cal | um

"Perhaps you' d better cover up wth one of these. It
woul d be a pity
to catch cold."

She was still taking an active interest in the masculine,
attri butes

reveal ed by the clinging trousers, Kathleen noticed,
anused.

If there was one thing the wi dow was noted for even nore
t han her

penchant for stirring up trouble, it was her insatiable
appetite for

mascul i ne attention.

She'd managed to lure Morton away fromAlice, and Alice
had once been
consi dered the nost beautiful girl in Beaufort.

But then, Kathleen wasn't supposedto know about Morton's
| at e- ni ght
visits through the back fence.

For Alice's sake, she'd always pretended not to.

FrOmthe far corner of the loft, Hetty snorted and | et out
a long, |oud

gr oan.

Kat hl een quickly rose to go to her, but by the tine she'd
crossed the

room the old woman was snoring peaceful ly again.

Cal lum settl ed down on a hastily made pall et beside
Kat hl een' s.

As his coat was danp, he renoved it and tossed it aside.



"Excuse ny shirtsleeves, if you will, ladies. Kathy, ny
| ove, you | ook
ravishing with your hair all down over your shoul ders."

Kat hl een nmade a face at him and he grinned.

"Don't she | ook ravishing, Rogan? | purely enjoy getting
her riled

just to watch her eyes throw sparks and that lovely little
chi n shoot

right up out of her collar. Enticing little female, this
wi fe of

yours. How the devil did you talk her into marrying you,
anyway? |'1|

| ay odds you forgot to tell her about your glass eye and
your fits, and

the time you were near about hanged for a horse thief down
in

Georgia."

"Behave yourself, you wi cked ganbler," Kathleen nuttered
in a voice too

|l ow to be heard by the others.

She was used to Callum s horseplay, but this was neither
the time nor

t he proper circunstance.

Stealing a swift glance at Rogan to see how he was taking
it, she

encountered a | ook of anger so fierce she caught her

br eat h.

So they were all tired.

Was that any reason for Rogan to get his hackles up?

He nore than anyone el se present should know that Call um

was only

t easi ng.

"Rogan, |I'msure Callumdidn't nean any harm He was
only--" "Madam

woul d you pl ease stop chattering | ong enough to go open



t he west
w ndow?"

Eyes bl azi ng, Rogan turned and stal ked the | ength of the
| of t, sl ammed

down the sash on the east end, then continued to stand
there, scowing

out into the pitch black night.

No one noved.

Patrice's small nmouth had fallen open, and her busy eyes
wer e
glittering Iike pale blue tourmalines.

Whistling silently under his breath, Callum gazed
specul atively from

Rogan to Kathleen to Patrice and back agai n, making
Kat hl een feel I|ike

spanki ng hi m

He was as bad as Cal eb.

But unli ke Patrice, there was no malice in his brand of
m schi ef.

In one graceful flow, Kathleen rose and noved to the other
end of the

| oft, opened the wi ndow a hand's wi dth and took several
deep, steadying

br eat hs.

The only sound to be heard was a steady dripping of water
of f the

r oof .

The rain had stopped.

The wi nd wasn't bl ow ng.

One m ght al nost have thought the storm had passed on She

knew
better.



The tension was a pal pable force, nor was it all due to
bei ng suspended
in the eye of a hurricane.

FI exi ng her shoul ders, she allowed sone of the stiffening
to fl ow out

of her spi ne.

If a body don't bend, he'll break.

Soneone had told her that once.

Josi ah Dunwoody?

Pr obabl y.

When she wouldn't cry after her grandnother had died.

Her grandnot her had di sapproved of tears, and Kathl een had
| ong since

| earned that they never sol ved anyt hi ng.

So why did she feel so much Iike throwi ng herself down on
that pile of

quilts and bawl i ng her eyes out?

St or m nerves.

No.

Mre likely it was Patrice's unexpected appearance.

The | ast tine she'd seen Ms. Rhodes, her whole world had
been falling

apart around her, with Alice and Mdrton accusi ng her of
terrible things

and Patrice gloating and spurring them on.

Not a pleasant nenory at the best of tines.

Too bad she had to be rem nded of it when she already had

nore on her
pl ate than she could say grace over.



Speaki ng of plates, it had been sone tine since any of
t hem had
eat en.

Gateful for a duty that would occupy her hands, if not
her overactive

| magi nati on, she pinned on a smle and turned to face the
| ong, narrow

room

Hetty was still sl eeping.

Callumand Patrice were tal king in undertones, and Rogan
was running

the palns of his hands over the sloping ceiling, feeling
for | eaks.

, "Woul d anyone |ike sonething to eat? This seens |like a
good tine to

go down and put together a picnic basket. No hot coffee,
of course,

but there's butterm|k."

Cal | um | ooked up and sm | ed.

"Now t hat sounds |like a |lovely idea. Rogan, why don't you
go

downstairs with your wife and help her while Ms. Rhodes
and | talk

about nutual friends?

Rogan nodded with, as it seened to Kathleen, |ess than
good grace.

Was he so taken with that vel vet-covered viper that he
couldn't bear to
| et her out of his sight?

Kat hl een unrol |l ed her danp stockings and peel ed them of f,
flinging them
into the corner.

"I really don't need any hel p, thank you. You can both
stay up--"



Rogan took her elbowin a firmgrip and said, "M nd your
step, madam

the stairs are cluttered. 1'lIl go first and hold the

| anp. Put your

hand on ny shoul der."

She didn't, of course.

If the wind had cone right through the walls and
threatened to carry

her off, she wouldn't have grabbed onto his shoulder to
save herself.

But she couldn't help renenbering another storny night
when the two of
t hem had raced downstairs together to shut the w ndows.

Unexpectedly, her eyes di med and she blinked several
times and
stiffened her back.

Boi | ed chi cken, Kat hl een.

t You have guests and they're hungry, and this is
certainly no tine

to--to conme down with sonething,t She could have wept real
tears at the

sight of the parlor, awash in nuddy water.

Sonet hi ng bobbed just under the surface, and she | eaned
over to pick it
up when Rogan caught her arm

“"Don't. Tinme enough to sort out the rubble tonorrow, when
the water's

gone down and you can see what's what. ' ' " But it m ght
be " " A

rat," he finished for her. She'd been going to say a
book, one of his

preci ous books that had di sappeared before she'd ever net
hi m She

prided herself on not flinching.
cour se.

You're right, of



Hol di ng her skirts above the water, she sloshed through
the sitting

roomand into the passage. She didn't have the heart to

| ook into her

new bedchanber.

Thi ngs were bad enough in the rest of the house, with
furniture stacked

up li ke children's bl ocks and boxes, trunks and drawers
full of linens

and clothes on top of that.

The curtains were doubled up and | ooped over their rods,
but they were

wet fromthe rain that had beat in around the w ndow
frames.

Rogan hel d open the door to the kitchen, forcing her to
brush agai nst

himto pass through.

She caught her breath as his touch set her nerves to
j angl i ng.

@ anci ng up, she saw the dark glitter of his eyes.

Hs smle was | ess than reassuring.

"You had a | ot of work, getting ready. | should have been
here to help
you. "

"Callumwas a real blessing,"” she said w thout thinking,
t hen coul d
have ki cked hersel f.

Hi s hand cl osed over her arm halting her progress, and
when he swung

her around to face him her heart gave a terrified | eap
and began to

race.

"We'd better hurry," she managed to whi sper.



"You're in that big a rash to get back? Wat's the
matter, don't you
trust themtogether?"

"I don't know what you nean."

Wat er raced past her ankles as the wi nd-driven tide began
to ebb.

There was a pungent aroma of nmud and nmarsh and broken pine
boughs, and
Kat hl een drew in a deep, shaky breath.

Sonet hi ng bunped agai nst her ankle, and she gasped.
"Kat hl een? What is it?"

"I--nothing. |I felt something, that's all. Let's hurry,
all right?"

Rogan coul d have said sonething nore about the pair they'd
| ef t
upstairs, but he didn't.

The | anmplight was casting intriguing shadows on her face,
dusting the
tips of her long | ashes with gold.

He drew in a deep breath and snell ed woman, tidewater and
the faint,
unli kely fragrance of roses.

Wth a deep groan, he tightened his grip on her arm and
drew her
unresi sting form against him

"Kathleen, 1--" Once nore his body reacted to her nearness
In a way
that was both untinely and i nappropriate.

How coul d anything that | ooked so prickly feel so
i ncredi bly soft and
yi el di ng?



His mnd raced out of control, painting vivid pictures of
all that was
conceal ed under her drab gown.

He want ed her.

He wanted her so dammed nuch he could taste it, and the
| onger he
stayed away fromher, the worse it seened to get.

Seeing her in the arnms of another man had just about m ned
hi m

Only by rem nding hinself forcibly of the circunstances
surroundi ng

their relationship, and the likelihood that nothing was
goi ng on

bet ween her and Callum had he been able to keep from
beati ng the hell

out of his best friend and draggi ng her inside to stake
his cl ai m

Josi ah had warned agai nst doing anything to frighten her,
and he'd

gi ven hi s word.

What's nore, he'd keep it for as - long as he had to, but
dammi t

sonmeone had to warn her about Callum

She m ght be an innocent, but MNair wasn't!

He opened his nmouth to speak, shut it again and shook his
head.

How coul d he warn her wi thout putting ideas in her head?

If they weren't already there, he'd be a fool to plant the
seeds.

Besi des, his own notives were not all that bl anel ess.

Wher e wonen were concerned, there wasn't a lot to choose
bet ween t he



two of them

But woren |i ke Kathleen were not fair gane.

Nei t her he nor McNair had ever mned an innocent girl, nor
had t hey

ever broken up a marri age.

Whi ch was not to say that when a wonan let it be known

t hat she was

avai | abl e-But that was anot her story.

And this was Kat hl een.

And dammit, she was definitely not avail abl e!

"Kat hl een, this friendship of yours with MNair--just how
far has it

gone?"

He had to ask.

He didn't want to alarm her but he had to know.

"How far?"

Kat hl een was puzzl ed.

"Look, I'mnot accusing you of anything, but | think you
shoul d know

that " "Accusing ne! Accusing ne of what?"

"Dammit, | said | wasn't accusing you of anything, |
nerely--' "' : "

You are so!

Ever since you cane hone today you've been glaring at
nme- - and snappi ng

at ne, and.

" Her voice wavered, and she w shed she knew enough
profanity to tell

what she really thought of him Rogan was not so
handi capped.



Gi ppi ng both her shoul ders, he shook her and then brought
her hard burning

t hrough the gl oom at her pale face.” Wen | accuse you of
sonet hi ng,

woman, you'll damed well know it!

All | wanted to know was--" " And that's another thing, |
wi sh you'd

stop ne!

|"ve done nothing but foll ow your orders, and if that
doesn't suit you,
then you can--you can just go fly?

" "Kathl een,"” he warned, but she wasn't finished.

"What's nore, I'Il thank you to get that woman out of ny
house the
mnute this stormis over, do you hear?"

"Your house! What woman?"

"You know very well what woman!'' Rogan |inked his hands
t oget her

behi nd her back and stared at her, distracted, but not

di stracted

enough to rel ease her. Not when she felt so good--so
tight in. his

arnms."” Now, what the bl oody hell does Ms. Rhodes have to
do with

anyt hi ng?

| was trying to warn you about Callum and suddenly, here
you are,

carrying on like I'd insulted your honor instead of trying
to protect

you.

The wi nd began to pick up, causing the lanp to flicker.
She was | ooking at himas if she'd just opened a sack of

fl our and
found a litter of kittens, but at |east she wasn't trying



to get
away.

He nust have been blind to have considered her plain.

What she was was beautiful, with the kind of tineless
beauty that woul d
still be hers when she was an ol d wonan.

And God help him he would probably still be wanting to
take her to
bed.

He rem nded hinself that they'd both agreed to a nmarri age
of
conveni ence.

Hell, his own pa had done the sane thing, hadn't he?

That was what marriage was for conveni ence.

Only it wasn't quite so convenient when a man wanted to
bed his woman

and he'd prom sed not to.

Her eyes were silver in the noonlight.

Silver and suspiciously bright.

For all she could tilt her chin and snap that spine of
hers into an

upright position at the first hint of a threat, she was no

warri or.

She was as prickly as a cactus, but even a cactus was soft
I nsi de.

What was it about this particular woman that [ured him
into wanting to

taste her sweeness, to lose hinself in her soft, delicate
pet al s?

and he'd given his word.



What's nore, he'd keep it for as long as he had to, but
damm t, soneone
had to warn her about Callum

She m ght be an innocent, but MNair wasn't!

He opened his nouth to speak, shut it again and shook his
head.

How coul d he warn her wi thout putting ideas in her head?

If they weren't already there, he'd be a fool to plant the
seeds.

Besi des, his own notives were not all that bl anel ess.
Where wonen were concerned, there wasn't a |ot to choose
bet ween t he

two of them

But worren |i ke Kathleen were not fair gane.

Nei t her he nor McNair had ever mned an innocent girl, nor
had t hey

ever broken up a marri age.

Whi ch was not to say that when a wonan let it be known

t hat she was

avai | abl e-But that was anot her story.

And this was Kat hl een.

And dammit, she was definitely not avail abl e!

"Kat hl een, this friendship of yours with MNair--just how
far has it

gone?"

He had to ask.

He didn't want to alarm her, but he had to know.

"How far?"



Kat hl een was puzzl ed.

"Look, |I'mnot accusing you of anything, but | think you
shoul d know

that " "Accusing ne! Accusing ne of what?"

"Dammt, | said | wasn't accusing you of anything, |
nmerely--" "You are

so! Ever since you cane hone today you' ve been glaring at
me and
snapping at ne, and..."

Her voi ce wavered, and she w shed she knew enough
profanity to tell him
what she really thought of him

Rogan was not so handi capped.
Gi ppi ng both her shoul ders, he shook her and then brought
her hard

burni ng through the gl oom at her pale face.

"When | want to accuse you of sonething, wonman, you'l
damed wel | know

it! All | wanted to know was--" "And that's anot her
thing, | w sh
you' d stop swearing at ne! |'ve done nothing but follow

your orders,
and if that doesn't suit you, then you can--you can j ust
go fly?"

Kat hl een," he warned, but she wasn't finished.
"What's nore, |'Il thank you to get that woman out of ny
house the
mnute this stormis over, do you hear?"
"Your house! What woman?"
"You know very well what wonman!"
Rogan |inked his hands together behind her back and stared

at her,
di stracted, but not distracted enough to rel ease her.



Not when she felt so good--so right in his arns.

“"Now, what the bloody hell does Ms. Rhodes have to do
with
anyt hi ng?

| was trying to warn you about Callum and suddenly, here
you are,

carrying on like I'd insulted your honor instead of trying
to protect

you.

The wi nd began to pick up, causing the lanp to flicker.

She was | ooking at himas if she'd just opened a sack of
fl our and

found a litter of kittens, but at |east she wasn't trying
to get

awnay.

He nust have been blind to have considered her plain.
What she was was beautiful, with the kind of tineless
beauty that woul d

still be hers when she was an old woman.

And God help him he would probably still be wanting to
take her to

bed.

He rem nded hinself that they'd both agreed to a nmarri age
of

conveni ence.

Hell, his own pa had done the sane thing, hadn't he?
That was what marriage was for conveni ence.

Only it wasn't quite so convenient when a man wanted to
bed his wonman

and he'd prom sed not to.

Her eyes were silver in the noonlight.



Silver and suspiciously bright.

For all she could tilt her chin and snap that spine of
hers into an

upright position at the first hint of a threat, she was no
warrior.

She was as prickly as a cactus, but even a cactus was soft
I nsi de.

What was it about this particular woman that [ured him
into wanting to

taste her sweetness, to |lose hinself in her soft, delicate
pet al s?

"Rogan?"

Rel easing her as if she'd suddenly burned his hands, Rogan
st epped back
and reached for the lanp he'd left outside the door.

She nmust take himfor a fool, standing here ankle deep in
water with

the tail end of a hurricane fixing to whip around on them
any mnute

NOW.

"Yeah. Right.

We' d best be getting whatever we need fromthe kitchen.
The wind's al ready picking up.

Tell nme what to do, and I'Il do it.

How many tinmes in his Iife had he nmade that statenent,
Kat hl een

wonder ed, pulling herself together.

"Sonmething to drink," she murnured, then set about putting

br ead,
chi cken, pickles and cheese into the basket.



Had she only hnagi ned what had just happened?

One mnute they'd been at each other's throats, the next
she' d been

standing there in his arns as if they were the best of
friends.

As if they were far nore than friends; as if they were
| overs.

I f he ever guessed what she'd been feeling, what she'd
been w shi ng
for, he would likely die |aughing.

"Scuppernong wine, ale or butterm|k?"

She | ooked up, hoping he couldn't read her m nd, and said,
"W ne woul d
be nice, but perhaps you and Callumwould prefer the ale.™

She wi shed they didn't have to go back upstairs.
She wi shed Cal |l um had stayed hone with Anps.

And, oh, how she w shed Patrice Rhodes's | ate husband's
busi ness
i nterests had been in Baton Rouge instead of Baltinore!

"Both, then," Rogan said, reaching for the basket she'd
| oaded al nost
to the handl e.

"Can you carry the | anp? Watch that broom™

Kat hl een bent and retrieved the broomthat had fl oated
across the
passageway and | odged in the latti cework.

Tonorrow, and for a |lot of tonorrows after that, she would
have her

wor k cut out for her, but right noTMall she could think
of was the man

besi de her.



It was uncanny for a body to be so affected by anot her
nortal, as if
one were steel and the other nagnet.

She prayed it wasn't a lasting condition, because she
didn't know how

she could go on forever pretending that he was no nore to
her than any

st ranger.

Long afterward, Kathleen would renenber the night of the
hurri cane.

It was the night she'd | earned that her instincts about
peopl e were
remar kabl y accur at e.

Wthout any particul ar reason, other than that she was a
known gossi p

who enjoyed stirring up a tenpest in a teapot as |ong as
it was someone

el se's teapot, Kathleen had al ways disliked Patrice
Rhodes.

Patrice claimed to be a great friend of Alice's, but
Kat hl een was
al nost sure that Patrice and Morton were | overs.

Coul d that be the reason Patrice had been so furious that
day she'd
seen Kathleen with Morton in the backyard?

At the tinme, Patrice had been the | east of Kathleen's
WOrri es.

She' d been far npre concerned for Alice, who had a blind
spot where her
husband was concer ned.

If Alice had ever |earned of Mdirton's phil andering, her
marri age woul d

have been in ruins.

That had been one of the reasons Kat hl een had been



willing, albeit

reluctantly, to take the blane on herself and | eave
Bean-fort, even

t hough her leaving was hardly likely to cause Mdrton to
change his

ways.

During the long night's vigil she was able to think
clearly about the
situation she had | eft behind when she nmarri ed Rogan.

She was convinced it had been the right thing to do for
Al'ice's sake.

Al t hough unl ess she could conme to terns with the turbul ent
feelings
Rogan aroused in her, she would be little better off.

Cal | um had been a godsend.

He'd stayed until daybreak, entertaining themwth his
usual bag of

ganbling stories, distracting Patrice when she seened
inclined to curl

up agai nst Rogan for the night.

Wher e Kat hl een was concerned, he'd been his old teasing
sel f, hel ping

her to forget that after an endl ess day and a sl eepl ess
ni ght, she

| ooked | i ke a scarecrow.

Patrice had taken great pleasure in calling attention to
t he contrast
bet ween her | ooks and Kat hl een’ s.

Freshly brushed and powdered, the ol der woman had | ooked
| ovel i er than
ever to Kathleen's tired eyes.

It had been the | ast straw when Patrice had insisted on
havi ng Rogan
hold a mrror for her so that she could pin up her hair.



Ti resone wonan!

Kat hl een was gl ad she'd soon be | eaving, even though it
meant t hat
Rogan woul d be | eaving, as well.

"I"d better |l et out the chickens," she nuttered.

Patrice dabbed a bit of perfune in the cutout triangle
bel ow her
col | ar.

Fl i pping her skirt up to reveal at |east three

| ace-trinmed petticoats

and a length of silk stocking below white silk pantalets,
she drew the

gl ass stopper slowy behind each of her knees.

"\Where are the nen?"

"They' re checking the danage. Callum s probably gone
hone. "

"I can't possibly walk to the wharf, you know, and |I'm
not. about to

ride on one of those great shaggy beasts. Soneone w ||
have to carry

me. "

"Don't |look at ne," Kathleen said, and nmarched down the
stairs in tine

to hear Rogan saying, "Don't bother. 1'll have soneone
fromthe

village cone hel p her nop out the house and put back the
furniture

You' I | have enough to do digging Anbs out from under the
mud. "

"No need for that."

Cal | um st ood beside the front gate, which hung at an
angl e.



"1"I'l be nore than glad to help her get straight, seeing's
you probably
need to get on back to see to the Wtch."

"Don't put yourself out on ny account, | can easily nake
ot her

arrangenents. | imagine you' re anxious to find out how

t he Sunset

Queen fared in the blow Be glad to give you a |ift
across the
sound. "

"No hurry. The Queen's up in Mssouri. Doubt if they got
much danmage
up that far."

Sensing an inexplicable tension between the two nen,
Kat hl een wai t ed
until Callumhad | eft before nmaki ng her presence known.

"Ch, ny mercy, it's even worse than | thought."”

Utterly daunted, she stood in the doorway and stared at
the ruins of

the sitting room

There was nmud ever ywhere.

The floors were sliny underfoot.

A brown line marked the walls and table | egs sone seven
I nches above

the floor.

Puddl es stood in the uneven places, and al ready the pl anks
wer e

begi nning to buckl e.

Rogan canme to stand behi nd her.

“I'"l'l get help. | don't want you tackling this by

yoursel f," he said,
and she shook her head.



"Don'L | can nanage perfectly well by nyself. Everyone's
going to have
their own nesses to clean up."

"Kathy--" "I said I'lIl do it, Rogan, and I will!"
Hs Iips tightened.
H s chest seened to swell.

Kat hl een knew she sounded shrew sh, but she couldn't help
it.

She was tired, dirty and discouraged, and if anyone
crossed her, he

m ght just discover that she wasn't quite as neek and
dutiful as she'd

been nmade out to be.

"Kat hl een, about Callum" Roger began, but she cut himoff
with an
| npati ent gesture.

"I don't want to hear about Callum | don't want to hear
about hel p, |

don't want to hear about anything. | have nore than
enough to do, and

t he sooner you and your friend are on your way, the sooner
| can get on

withit."

Every plane in Rogan's |ean face seened to flatten.
Every angl e suddenly grew sharper.

Never before had he seenmed quite S°essentially nale.

"All right, little Mss Ranrod, I'll |eave, since you're
so damed
anxious to get rid of ne. |I've better things to do than

stay here and
keep you in line, but before | go, hear ne out."

Wt hout seem ng to nove, he was | oom ng over her, his



shoul ders
crowdi ng her, the heat of his body singeing her soul.

"There's no great rush to get anything done, other than
maki ng t he
place livable. 1'Il open the w ndows before | go, to dry
t hi ngs out.

As for you, you're to go back to bed. You |look |ike
hel I . "

Kat hl een noved away, crossed her arnms and said, "I'lI
sl eep when | get
sl eepy. "

"You'll damed well sleep now, or you'll fall flat on your
face.

Anot her word of caution, |ady.
About Cal | um

"What about hinf? | heard you telling himhe was no | onger
wel cone
here."

She knew better than that.

What drove her to force the issue, when she knew very wel |
it would
only set himoff?

"Call um knows what |'mgetting at, and so do you. He's a
man, and not

all nmen are to be trusted. | should think you nore than
nost woul d

know t hat."

As if she needed the rem nder.
Patri ce Rhodes had been rem nder enough, but Kathl een

refused to give
himthe saris-faction of agreeing.



"Cal's not like that. W're very good friends. As to

t hat, he was

your friend even before he was mne, and | think it's nost
ungener ous

of you to forget it!"

Atendril of hair slipped free of her braid and fell over
her ri ght
cheek.

Rogan reached out and tucked it behind her ear, and she
felt her cheeks
gr ow war m

Suddenly, it was as if the whole world eclipsed into a
pair of gl ow ng

bl ack eyes as they stood face-to-face, staring at each
ot her.

what m ght have happened next she woul d never know, for
Patrice chose
t hat nonent to cone downstairs.

"Oh, no! How am | ever to walk in this ness? My skirt!
My shoes!

Rogan, dear, you'll have. to carry ne again.
At | east your ship won't be nuddy.

Rogan | ooked ready to expl ode, and Kat hl een took advant age
of the
distraction to gOto the kitchen.

There was wood to be dried if she was ever to get a fire
goi ng, and

right then she wanted nothing quite so nmuch as a cup of
st eam ng hot

cof f ee.

Wth Patrice conplai ning about everything under the sun,
Rogan didn't
| i nger for coffee.



As soon as he'd satisfied himself that there was no
structural danmage

to the house, he swept the conplaining widowinto his arns
and stal ked

of f across the yard with her, splashing nud with every

st ep.

Kat hl een wat ched them out of sight, wanting to cry,
wanting to curse,

wanting to call them back and keep Rogan with her until
she coul d get

to the bottom of whatever was between them

Because sonet hi ng was.

Somet hi ng nost definitely was, only he didn't seemto want
to explore
it, and she didn't know how to begin.

Wth a resolute set to her shoul ders, She turned and went
back i nsi de
to collect a pail and a nop.

Duty cane before daydrearns.
Chapter Twel ve '

"You're in love with the Rogue, aren't you?
" Cal l um asked. They were placing the chairs around the
kitchen table,

havi ng washed down the walls and scrubbed tons of nud off
the floors.

Now t he handsone ganbl er | eaned on his nop, | ooking
unconmonl y dapper
in spite of his bare feet and filthy clothing.

Never one to prevaricate, Kathleen ignored her burning
cheeks and faced

t he question squarely.

"I think I nust be," she replied.



"Not that |'many great authority on the subject.”

"Goose bunps? Troubl e catching your breath? Bothersone
dreans that

| eave you wanting sonething you can!t put a nane to, nuch
| ess a

face?"

She grimaced and wi ped a snear of nud off the hearth.

"What about tripping over your own tongue when you
particularly want to

make a good inpression? O being hot and cold at the sane
tinme,

wanting to laugh and cry or pick a fight for no reason at
all? Are you

saying that's | ove?"

"Never having been seriously afflicted, | can't swear to
It, but I'm
pretty sure it' s not indigestion. | had six weeks of

that the first

time | ever went down to New Ol eans, and believe ne, it's
not the sanme

thing at all."

Kat hl een | aughed, as she was neant to do.

"Thank you, Cal. One thing about good friends they keep a

body from

fairing into the doldrunms. Now, if you'll help ne get
Hetty's quilting

frame down the staffs, I'll send you home with haft a

chi cken and a
custard pie.

The hens laid right through the storm and the eggs piled
up on me, so
| baked two this norning before the sun was even up good.

Busy wor k.

She'd had to do sonething after Rogan had left.



Scrubbi ng wasn't enough, she'd craved a nore expressive
outl et.

As her neager talents were |imted to cooking, sew ng and
si ngi ng
of f-key, she hadn't a whole | ot of choice.

That day passed |ike the one after it, with Callum
comrandeer i ng

what ever hel p was needed fromthe village to set things
right at both

houses.

Anpos's skiff had turned up m ssing, and a section of
soneone's fence

had cone to rest across his front door, but other than a
few m ssing

shi ngl es from each house, both places had weathered the
storm wel |

enough.

Hetty found a famly of mce in the coffee grinder.

Unable to bring herself to kill them Kathleen had taken
gri nder and

all to the far side of the G een Pond and dunped it out,
prayi ng the

poor creatures would never find their way back.

The next evening, Callum cane calling again.

It was close to dark, and Kathleen had just finished
cl eari ng away
t heir supper things.

"I"ve come to say goodbye, ladies,"” he told themas he
poured hinself a

cup of coffee fromthe pot at the back of the stove.
"Hetty, | found these spoons of yours in Pa's spoon jar.
Must' ve been

washed over there by the tide."

"Reckon they were," said the old woman wi t hout batting an



eye.

"Don't happen to have a bit of red flannel you're done
with, do you? I
need a touch of red for ny quilt."

"Red was never ny best color, love, but I promse |'l
send you a bolt
of the finest red serge once | get to the nainland."

Then, after dutifully admring the | og-cabin pattern she
was wor ki ng
on, Callumfoll owed Kathleen out to the chicken yard.

While she felt in the nests for late eggs, he said, "The
Eagl e canme in

this norning. She's due out tonight, and I'lIl be on her
as far as
Eli zabeth Cty. Fromthere, 1'll catch a train."

"You coul d' ve gone with Rogan."
"I could've. Fact is, Paw still needed ne."

He reached out to take the single egg she handed him then
wai ted until
she dropped the bar across the door.

"So | reckon | won't be seeing you again for a spell."”

"Il mss you. It's been |Iike having a big brother.

Even better. W

don't fight like brothers and sisters do. Caleb and the
twins are

forever picking on little Margaret, and she's not even two
yet."

“"A brother," Callumrepeated with a rueful smile
"There' s the ganbler's luck for you. Can't | ose at
cards, can't win

at love."

"Oh, pshaw |s your indigestion kicking up agai n?"



"Gad, woman, you don't know when to quit, do you?" he
t eased.

"I envy Rogan, y'know. Wiy didn't | neet you first?"

"Because you weren't shopping for a wife."

"Well, there's that, of course,” he agreed.

"But believe nme, if the Rogue hadn't already clained you,
we coul d have

had us a season of wild, uninhibited passion that would
have rai sed

eyebrows and tenperatures for mles around."”

"What a shocking notion, M. MNair! If | thought for one
m nut e that

you nmeant it, | assure you, you'd never have tasted the
first bite of

nmy custard pie."

Cal | um chuckl ed, and Kat hl een took the egg from hi mand
strolled toward
t he house.

How strange.

She' d al ways been rather awkward with nenbers of the
opposi te sex, and

here she was swapping jests with the handsonest eanre in
t hree states,

and she was no nore sel f-conscious than a day-old biddy.

Marriage nmust have lent her a greater degree of
sophi stication than

she'd reali zed.

Vel |, perhaps not true sophistication, she reflected nore
seriously.

Al the sane, she had changed.

She was no longer a timd nouse, too frightened to squeak,



who had

snatched the first chance to escape an intolerable
situation, for all

she | ooked the sane.

The anet hyst gl ow of a waning day cast a magic spell on
t he weat hered
house, the gnarled trees and the bleak marsh to the east.

Blind to the beauty around her, she thought about Rogan.
Was it |ove she felt for hinf

O did she trenble inside and forget to breathe out of
respect and
adm ration?

She couldn't deny feeling all that and nore, but if she
adm red and
respected himso nmuch, why did they always seemto fight?

Cal | um broke in before she could reach a concl usi on.
By then they had reached the back steps.

"Remenber to |l et Paw know i f you need anythi ng, Kathy.
There's not a

man, woman or child in the village but what wouldn't cone
to your aid

I f you were needy. They'd have done it even if Rogan
hadn't put out

the word."
"Ch, I--well, actually, he '"always | eaves us well-fixed.
John Qui dl ey

and Bun Stowe keep us in fish, and Zone Burros brought us
a goose and a
haunch of venison just |ast week."

"Good. They're not real outgoing, especially since the
war, but they'd

never allow one of their own to go needy. | reckon it was
t he sane

everywhere, even before all those years of occupation.



Qut here on the

banks there was scarce enough food to keep a tick alive,
much | ess to

feed half the Union Arny" "Yes, well...that was years ago,
and we're

hardl y needy now. "

Cal | um nodded.

For a handsone, debonair ganbl er who probably had nore
wonen after him
than sugar had flies, he |ooked surprisingly ill at ease.

"Did, uh, Rogan say anything to you about ne before he
| eft?" he
gueri ed.

Kat hl een fingered the |arge brown egg in her apron pocket.

Actual Iy, he had issued sone sort of a veiled warning that
she'd hardly

under st ood, but then that Rhodes woman had come sw shing
down the

stairs, and the noment had passed.

"I'"msure he nust have nentioned your nanme, but | don't
recol | ect
anything in particular."

"Yes, well...l was only wondering if he thought-- Wat I
mean is... You

see, Kathy, there was a tine when Rogue and | used to nmake
sport of

going after the sanme woman. If | saw her first, then he'd
make a dead

set for her, trying to wn her off ne. | did the sane
thing wwth his

wonen. Fromthe tine we were fifteen, it was always a
mat ch to see who

could steal a lady off the other one quicker."

She'd heard about this, of course, fromHetty and Anps and
Cal | um
hi msel f.



"And who usual |y won?"

Wth a shanefaced grin, he admtted, "Rogan. Don't make

sense, does
it?

That face of his |ooks like it was put together from spare
parts.

I f he ever wore anything fancier than a plain black suit,

|'ve yet to

see it, and Lord knows he's never been nmuch of a hand with
pretty

wor ds.

The nore he tries to sweet-talk 'em the worse he gets.

Best | could figure, the wonen nust have felt sorry for
hi m

Kat hl een coul d have told hi m ot herw se.

She didn't even pretend to understand Rogan's uni que
appeal, but it had
nothing to do with pity.

Pausi ng besi de the back steps, Callum propped one foot on
the top one,

calling attention to his trim mnuscular build and his
flaw ess

groom ng.

Even his boots were freshly shined.

"Well...l reckon |I'd best be going, love. | just wanted
to make sure

there was nothing el se you needed before | left."

"We'll be fine, Cal. | can't tell you how nuch
appreciate all you've

done for us. |I'msure Rogan does, too."

Tilting his gray beaver hat at a reckless angle, the



ganbler said,: "I

woul dn't lay odds on that, darling Kathleen. The one tine
when it

really matters, that |ucky devil gets there first. On,
well, 1"11

likely win nmy passage all the way to New Ol eans before
' m hal f way

across the sound.

By the way, Paw says if your collards don't thrive, help
yoursel f from

his patch."

"I msure Hetty won't hesitate one mnute."

They bot h | aughed, and Kat hl een noved back until she felt
t he edge of

the steps press into the calf of her |eg.

"You take real good care of yourself, Cal. And hurry back
horre.

["lIl--Hetty and I will mss you."
Cal | um st epped cl oser.

Kat hl een knew what he was going to do before he ever
t ouched her.

Knew it and nade no nove to avoid it.

Sonet hi ng about the | ook on his face touched her heart,
and she laid a
hand on his arm

Such a handsone, teasing face was never neant to | ook sad,
nor w stful,
nor any of the things she fancied she saw in his eyes now.

Lifting her chin with a long, sensitive forefinger, Callum
brushed a

kiss on her lips, then stepped back.

"Not hi ng, huh? No fireworks? No stonmachache? No



pal pi tations?"
It had been |ike kissing Caleb.
Warm and sweet, but that was all.

"The trouble wth you, CallumMNair, is that you're
spoiled. You're

used to haxSng every wonan in sight tunble right into your
hands. "

She smled, wishing she could feel nore for him although
under the
circunstances, it would be disastrous.

"Who knows, perhaps | m ght have tunbled right along with
all the rest

If Anbs and Hetty hadn't told ne what a wetched little
heat hen you

were as a child."

"COh, sure. And the fact that you' re head over heels in

| ove with that

t hi ck-skul | ed husband of yours has nothing to do with it,
| suppose.”

"I thought we'd decided that was only indigestion, after
all."”

Laughi ng, she waved himoff and | et herself inside.
If only it were as sinple as that.

If only what ailed her could be cured by a sinple dose of
soda, she

t hought as she | ay awake into the ni ght wondering where
Rogan was, and

I f he'd given her a single thought since he'd wal ked away
t hree days

bef or e.

Was he on deck right this very instant watching the noon
rise with
Patri ce Rhodes?



"What can't be cured nust be endured,"” she whispered into
her pill ow.

Anot her of her grandnother's homlies.
The house was sparkling again, but it still snelled nusty.

On fair days Kathleen sent Hetty over to sit w th Anps,
bundl ed hersel f

up in her ragged ol d spencer and threw open all the

W ndows so that it

could air out.

Hetty was squirrelly again.

Mutteri ng under her breath, she canme and went with | unpy
little parcels
hal f - hi dden under her apron.

Kat hl een tried to think of some way to di scover what she
was carrying
of f, but she didn't dare ask.

Hetty seened to take unbrage at the least thing lately.

She' d accused Kat hl een of trying to poison her chickens,
accused her of

stealing the soap because it had taken so nuch to clean up
t he

aftermath of the ride, then accused her of snooping
because she'd

cl eaned out all the boxes to nake room for herself
downst ai rs.

For the nost part, Kathleen ignored it.

Five mnutes after Hetty had nade one of her accusations,
t he whol e

thing was forgotten.

Sunny one nonent, cloudy the next, just |ike the weather.

After a few weeks, things seened to have settled into a



confortable nt,

with Hetty spending nore tinme quilting and far |ess
t hi nking up

accusati ons.

One wet and blustery norning Hetty presented Kathleen with
the yell ow

silk gown and demanded that it be fitted properly, "I'm
aimng to wear

it Christmas, you know. "

"That will be lovely, Hetty," murnured Kathl een.

Privately she hardly thought Decenber a tine to be wearing
yel | ow sil k,
but one didn't reason with Hetty Rawson.

Kat hl een was a skill ed seanstress; thanks to years of
sewing for the
children and cutting down Alice's gowns for herself.

Lately, she'd been toying with the notion of buying a
dress | ength of
calico fromM. A

Stowe's store and naki ng herself a dress in a bright,
pretty col or.

I f she had enough noney |eft over after that, she m ght
buy a pi ece of

good quality linen and make Rogan a shirt to replace the
ones Hetty had

hi dden and they hadn't been able to find.

She' d never before tackled a man's shirt, but it couldn't
be all that
difficult.

Besides, if she botched it, he need never even know.

She would give it to Hetty for quilting scraps.



By keeping her bowto the wind and a lively watch for
wat er spouts, Dick

Styron had brought the Wtch through the stormsafely
enough.

It was not the first storm he had ridden out at sea, nor,
God willing,
would it be the | ast.

Afterward, there'd been plenty for all hands to do.

Both the jib and spanker he'd used to naintain steerage
had suffered
damage, and a section .

of railing had been | ost when a water barrel had washed
over the
si de.

Thank God Rogan had forgone a deck cargo in light of the
predi cted
storm or they'd likely have | ost that, too.

After surveying the damage and settling his grunbling
passenger into

her cabin with a warning to remain below until the railing
was

repai red, Rogan set about jury-rigging the broken railing
and nendi ng

the sails as they made their way up the coast toward their
first

schedul ed stop, only three days overdue.

The sea was still rough.

According to Billy, the Wdow Rhodes was not enjoying the
j our ney, but

I nevitably, as the seas grew cal ner, her condition

i nproved, and Rogan

found it inpossible to forbid her the freedom of the shinp.

As captain, he had certain obligations, one of which was
to insure the
confort and safety of whatever paying passengers m ght be



aboard.

As it happened, Patrice Rhodes was their only passenger,
but t hat
didn't alter his responsibility.

The first two days he'd taken his neals in his cabin,
| eaving Dick to
entertain the widow at the table.

On the norning of the third day, both Dick and Patrice
sought hi m out
separately to register a conplaint.

"God help nme, Rogan, if you leave ne alone with that wonan
again, |'11

junp ship the first time we touch port! Wren't one

dadbl asted thing

we ate enough for her! The neat was tough, the turnips

was stringy,

the stewed apples was too sour and the bread weren't worth
snuff! To

hear her go on, you' d think she was used to a house ful

of servants

a-sucking up to her."

"Reckon maybe she is. Her husband was C aude Rhodes."

"Wul d that be C aude X. Rhodes Chandlery up to Baltinore
Cty?"

And when Rogan nodded, "Yeah, well, no wonder the poor man
turned up
his toes. Reckon she plunb whined himto death! | never

saw t he mess

cleared so fast in all the days | been sailing. Ois left
wi t hout even

wai ting for second hel pi ngs."

Rogan si ghed in synpat hy.
The bos'n's appetite was form dable, as was his

I nt ol erance for dinner
conver sati on.



"All right, D ck, you' ve made your point. | don't want a
mutiny on ny
hands. "

The strange thing was that Ms. Rhodes was a good- | ooki ng
woman, if
somewhat past her prine.

Not a one of his nen but what didn't |ike wonen.
She nust have really been on her high horse.

Breat hing a soft oath, Rogan stood and reached for his
coat.

He'd best go pour a bit of oil on troubled waters if he
wanted to be
| eft in peace.

Wnen passengers coul d be nore dammed troubl e than they
wer e worth.

Maybe after this trip, he'd limt his passenger service to
mal es
only.

Rel uctantly, he prepared to | eave his cabin, where he'd
been wor ki ng on
hi s | ogbook.

H s hand was on the door when soneone knocked' on the ot her
si de.

"Oh. Ms. Rhodes. | was just on ny way'that is, good
mor ni ng. "

Her bl ue eyes were snapping, and her cheeks held even nore
col or than

usual .
In the filtered |light below, Rogan couldn't tell if it was
anger or

rouge.



Wile a few wonen of Ms. Rhodes' social standing actually
pai nt ed

their faces, Rogan suspected the rest weren't above
chafing their

cheeks with a scrap of coarse nuslin.

"Oh, Rogan, dear, | was afraid you weren't feeling well
when you m ssed
so many neal s."

Her eyes seened to focus on his entire body at once.

"My, uh, duty, ma'am | nean ny log. That is, |'ve not
posted ny

books since we last left port, and I'mafraid the Wtch
doesn't run to

a clerk.™

Not waiting for an invitation, she brushed past himin a
cl oud of

cl oyi ng perfume, and Rogan, resigned to hearing her out,
i ndi cated a

chair.

She sat, snoothing her skirts prettily over her |ap.

“I"'msure you're the kind of man who personally oversees
t he smal | est

detail. My dear |ate husband was that way. The mark of a
successf ul
busi nessman, | al ways say."

Get to the point, madam

You didn't cone in here to talk business with ne, and we
bot h know
it.

“I"'msorry about the delay in your journey, Ms. Rhodes.
"' m sure

you're anxious to get on up to Baltinore, but | thought it
best to put

you ashore for the duration. Bigger ships than m ne have



been upended
by a hurricane, with all hands lost."

She fluttered her surprisingly dark | ashes.
"Are you al ways so protective, sir?"

She rearranged her skirts in a flurry '"of pink and white
ruffl es,
sendi ng up, in the process, another wave of heavy perfune.

"I can't tell you how safe it nmakes ne feel."

"Yes, ma'am Well, if that's--" "But can you i nmagi ne ny
surprise at

finding poor little Kathleen Stevens in a place |like

Hatt eras! |

didn't want to say anything while |I was there--1 nean, the
poor child's

probably so ashaned as it is, but of course, we all knew
she'd run

of .

Not that she had much choice, with the whole town--"
Rogan' s eyes were

suddenly gl acial, and she covered her small red nmouth with
one hand.

"Oh, ny clunsy tongue! It's nmy worst failing, you know,
speaki ng

w thout thinking. But as long as |'ve blundered this far,
pl ease | et

nme tell you how wonderfully generous you are to have
actually married

the poor thing after all the scandal and everything.

She'd have had a perfectly wetched tine of it if she'd
been forced to
stay around Beaufort.

Nat ural |y, none of the wonen woul d have anything to do
wi th her, and
t he nen.



Wl l, you can imgine the way she woul d have ended up.
| couldn't have borne it for poor Alice's sake.

Her only sister, and after all Alice and Mdrton had done
for her,
t 00.

Rogan's fingernails bit into his |eather-hard pal ns.

He wondered if snoke was actuail ypouring out of his ears,
or if it only
felt that way.

I f Patrice Rhodes had been a man, she'd have | ong since
been | ai d out
cold on the deck!

The bitch was nmaking it sound as if Kathleen were to bl ane
for the
whol e w et ched busi ness!

Taki ng a deep breath, and then one or two nore, he said
carefully,

"Ms. Rhodes, I--" "Ch, Patrice, please! Surely we know
one anot her

wel | enough for that.

After all, 1've been a guest in your hone.

W' ve actually spent a night together.

" Under a sweep of |ashes, she sent hima piquant | ook
t hen added, " In

a manner of speaking, of course.

"Right," he said grimy.

“I'n a manner of speaking, Ms. Rhodes, just why did you
choose ny ship

for your journey? Surely you could have gone nore quickly

by train?"

"Ch, but | could never abide trains! Al the noise, and



t he cinders,

and the rushing along at breakneck speed---oh, dear ne,
no, |'d have

stayed hone first and conducted ny business by nail."

Al of which |l ed Rogan to wonder why she hadn't done j ust
t hat .

What busi ness woul d the woman be conducti ng, anyhow?

Personal |y, he'd SOoner conduct business with a nman-eating
shar k.

"Even so, there are larger ships than m ne nmaking the
regul ar run, nost
with far finer passenger accommobdati ons.”

He wat ched, amazed, as she swatted her eyel ashes again.

Dammed if he wasn't beginning to think the things were
made of
hor sehai r!

Ei ther that or she'd used enough soot and grease on them
to black a
st ove.

"Ch, dear, you've caught nme out. |If you nust know,

Captain, | asked

about you, and was told you were one of the nost respected
coasters in

the trade."

The truth was, ever since she'd seen himin Josiah
Dunwoody' s backyard,
she'd been unable to get the nman out of her m nd.

God, he was magnificent, in his black boots, his |ean

bl ack trousers

and a shirt that seened bound to split at the seans across
hi s broad

shoul ders.

He had been the subject of so many of her daydreans since



she'd first
| aid eyes on himthat she felt as if she knew him

I ntimately!

The fact that he had actually married that little Stevens
tranmp was no

great problem

Kat hl een appeared to be running tree to form wth another
man al r eady

i n hand.

What on earth could they possibly see in her?

Q her than her youth, that was.

At | east her taste was remarkably inproved.

Well, little Mss Mealy Mouth could play around with her
pretty

ganbling man all she want ed.

Personally,' Patrice preferred this exciting young
stal l'ion.

She | eaned forward, |lips pursed in a charm ng noue, and
suddenl y Rogan

renmenbered where he'd seen her before.

It had bothered hi mwhen she'd first cone on board, but
he'd di sm ssed

it.

She was pretty.

She was bl ond.

So were countl ess ot her wonen, and this one hadn't all

t hat nmuch to set

her apart.

"I renenber now," he said.



"You're the woman with the dog, aren't you?"
"The worman with the... ?"

"“I'n Dunwoody's backyard in July. You'd | ost your dog, and
you asked ne
to help find him only we never did. Did he go hone?"

"My-- Oh. That naughty darling, he never did cone hone,
you know. |
wept for days."

Rogan realized with amazenent that she was staring
directly at his
crotch.

Against his wll, he felt his body begin to react.

She |icked her lips slowy, and he dragged out his
handker chi ef and
nopped hi s brow.

Bef ore he could make a jackass of hinmself with a woman he
was fast

com ng to despise, he rose and opened a porthole, staying
to allow the

cold air to play over his flushed face.

"Rogan, | feel | nust confess sonething."

She had come to stand behind him so cl ose he could feel
t he heat of
her on his back, and he si destepped away.

What ever she thought she had to confess, he didn't want to
hear it.

But w t hout being openly rude, he didn't see how he could
shut her

up.

"I told you Alice Kingsley was ny very best friend, didn't
| ? The
Ki ngsl ey house backed up to mne, so we saw a | ot of each



ot her over

the years. M. Rhodes was still alive when poor little
Kat hl een cane

tolive with them | felt sorry for her, of course. W
all did. And

|'"d be the first to admt she was good with Alice's
chil dren.

Actual ly, she nade herself quite invaluable to the whole
famly. Poor

Al'ice never had the | east notion what was going on right
under her

nose, but the neighbors all knew Things |ike that are
hard to keep

secret."”

Anger bl azed from Rogan's dark eyes.

"Damm t, worman, if you knew what was going on, why the
devil didn't you
do sonet hi ng about it?"

One hand fluttered to her silk-clad breast, and Patrice
shook her head
sl ow y.

"I know. You can't blanme nme any nore than | bl ane nyself,
but | didn't

want to hurt poor Alice. She would have been devast at ed,
you know.

She adored Morton."

The fluttering hand noved to Rogan's chest, but he stepped
sharply
back, causing it to fall to her side.

"Ms. Rhodes, if you're trying to tell nme ny wife

encour aged Ki ngsl ey,

then you're wasting your tine. My wife was little nore
than a child

when that bastard started hounding her. He as good as
told her if she

so much as hinted to her sister what he was up to, she'd



be t hrown out
on her ear! She was a child, dammt!

Way didn't you help her?

"She was no child, Rogan," Patrice said softly.

"No matter what you'd like to believe, Kathleen was a
wonman in all the

ways that count. She was thrown out when Alice discovered
t hat she was

making up to Morton the sane way she'd been making up to
anything in

britches ever since she was fourteen years old."

H s eyes were burning holes through her.
, You're |ying.

Shaki ng her head gently, Patrice said, " Only this tine
the fools had
t he poor judgnent to carry on right out in the backyard in
br oad
dayl i ght.

| saw it.
Alice saw it

We both cane out and confronted themthere, and if your
wife told you

anything different, I"'mafraid she's trying to pull the
wool over your

eyes, know ng that you' d--
strode to the

door and flung it open."” That wll be all, Ms. Rhodes.

Rogan's control snapped. He

|'d appreciate it if you' d book your return passage on
anot her shi p.

The White Wtch won't have a vacant berth.

Patrice managed to | ook prettily flustered.



"Oh, dear, I'mafraid |I've gone and hurt your feelings,
haven't | ?"

"My feelings are none of your concern, nmadam But if

you' ve the | east

regard for your own, you'll cease your troubl emaking from
t hi s nonent

on. If | even--even-hear so nuch as a whi sper about ny

wi fe's good

name, you'll regret you ever |learned howto talk, is that
cl ear ?"

Undaunted, Patrice ran her hand up his armuntil it curved
over his
shoul der.

"Rogan, pl ease be reasonable. | never neant to--"
"Reasonabl e!'" he
r oar ed.

“If | weren't a reasonable nman, you'd be sailing over the
rail by
now "

He renoved her hand as if it were a bit of filth clinging
to his
j ersey.

"I can't help it if you don't believe what's there before
your very

eyes. Al Beaufort knew what was going on, and whet her
you believe ne

or not, Kathleen Stevens was never the innocent she made
herself out to

be.

If her own sister saw through her and threw her out,
surely that tells

you--" "Good night, nadam Until we put into Baltinore,
"1l have your

neal s sent to your cabin.”

He held the door open wider, and with no other choice, she
left.



The whol e cabin reeked of her after she'd gone, and Rogan
paced it |ike
a caged i on.

Damm the pai nted bitch!
What did she have agai nst Kat hl een?

Where the hell did she get off, comng to himwth a pack
of lies like
t hat ?

Josi ah wouldn't |ie.

He'd said that Kingsley had chased after the girl
practically ever

since she'd been living under his roof, and if that didn't
make him a

m serabl e, wohless scumof the first order, Rogan didn't
know what it

woul d t ake!

Saw i t, indeed!

So that snake-tongued witch wanted himto believe she'd
caught themin
t he act!

He m ght not know Kat hl een as well as nobst nen knew their
W ves, but he

knew she coul d never have done the things the Rhodes bitch
had accused

her of doing.

A vision swam before his unwilling eyes, of Kathleen
| aughing with

Callumas if she'd known himall her |ife.

O Kathleen in Callums arns, being carried to a dark
house.

Slanming a fist into his palm Rogan continued to pace.



Finally, he stopped and swore.
He needed air.

The whol e cabin reeked of that neddl esone fenale's
per f une!

Undoggi ng the ot her porthole, he left them both open, blew
out the lanp
and headed topsi de.

In her cabin, Patrice heard himgo by and sm | ed.

What woul d he do if she opened the door and invited him
i nsi de?

Shoot her, probably.
She'd spread it on a bit thick, but she'd been bored.

Besi des, she owed the little twit sonmething for trying to
t ake Morton
from her.

And then, for her to end up with Rogan.
CGod, but he was a tenpting devil!

The other one, Callum Sonet hi ng-or-other, was tw ce as
handsone, but
there was sonething al nost primtive about Rogan Rawson.

Sonet hing fierce, raw and shocki ngly mascul i ne.
After Morton, she was rather bored wi th handsone nen.

To tell the truth, she'd begun to fire of himeven before
he' d | ost

interest in her, but after all the years she'd given him
bot h before

and after she'd been so fortuitously w dowed, she'd wanted
to be the

one to end it.



He owed her that nuch, at | east.

Westling with the last few buttons on her bodice, Patrice
| et the gown
bi |l ow down around her |egs and stepped out of it.

She'd have that cabin boy, Billy, or whatever his nane
was, brush it
and steam out the creases before she repacked her things.

Pl aci ng her hands over her anple breasts, she lifted them
and stared
critically in the mrror.

Were those creases across the top where they rose out of
her
corsel et?

O course not!
It was only the wetched lighting in here.

One snmal |l porthole and two | anps, both of thembolted to
the walls.

How was a woman to see well enough to apply a discreet
t ouch of rouge
and kohl ?

| mpatiently, she reached for the largest of the collection
of pots in

the drawer of her trunk and began massagi ng scented cream
i nto her

bosom

After awhile, a lazy smle spread over her face.

They hadn't reached Baltinore yet, and once they did,
surely he
woul dn't be sailing 'right away.

That gl oriously w cked-|ooking creature wth the enornous
shoul ders and
the powerful thighs hadn't bedded his wfe, or any other



wonman, since
she'd boarded his ship in Beaufort nore than a week ago.

For a man in his prine--and that one nost certainly was--a
week coul d
be a long tine.

Let a hungry man snell food, and first thing you knew, he
was
st arvi ng!

Even if he managed to hold out against all her best
efforts, she'd

still have the satisfaction of know ng she'd evened the
score for

Mor t on.

That skinny little wetch wth her flat chest and her
haughty ways

woul d have a taste of her own nedicine the next tinme she
crawmed into

her husband's bed, only to have himkick her out again.

If the seed she'd planted in Rogan's m nd toni ght bore
fruit, then that
was exactly what he woul d do.

No man wanted a wife with | oose noral s.

She prided herself that there'd been just enough troth in
what she'd

told himto nmake the story utterly convinci ng.

For all she knew, it might even be the truth.

Ki cking off her shoes, Patrice sprawl ed across her bunk,
propped her

feet against the wall and adm red her ankl es.

Her feet weren't quite as pretty as they used to be, but
she still had

wonder f ul ankl es.

And God, was she good!



The world had | ost a wonderful actress when she'd deci ded
to marry that

ol d goat, C aude Rhodes, but she'd never once regretted
her deci si on.

Beauty didn't |ast forever, and a woman had to think of
t onor r ow.

Chapter Thirteen
The waterfront was bustling.

It would be hours before Rogan would be in position to
conmence
unl oadi ng.

Wth a view to avoi ding his passenger, he went ashore by
| aunch and

spent the norning conferring with the harbornmaster and
vari ous

war ehousenen and shi ppi ng agents, including the agent
representing the

ship in which he owmed an interest.

He was pleased to learn that on her |ast voyage, the
Arduous had turned
a fine profit.

Late that afternoon he watched fromthe dock as the Wite
Wtch was

war ped al ongsi de, confident that by now Patrice Rhodes was
mles away,

confortably ensconced in surroundings that were far
superior to

anyt hi ng he had offered her.

When there was a delay in docking, passengers usually
chose to be

ferried ashore by launch, leaving their trunks to be
delivered at a

later tinme.

Suddenly his eyes narrowed against the glare of late



af ternoon sun
glinting on the Patapsco River.

Wasn't that.

?

Danm t, he'd given her all day to | eave, but unless his
eyes decei ved

him there she was, bold as brass, traipsing down the
gangpl ank with

Billy toting a stack of hatboxes taller than he was and
poor Dick

straggling with three vali ses.

Rogan turned away, but it was too |ate.

She' d al ready seen him

"Oh, Rogan. There you are! Were you waiting for me?"

Li ke he was waiting for a case of the cranping fl ux.

"Ms. Rhodes.™

He nodded.

Steeling hinself to be polite, he touched the brimof his
cap, his face

stony.

"1 thought you'd be | ong gone by now "

Sonmething in the smle she barely suppressed told himshe
knew exactly

what he'd thought.

"By your |eave, ma' am" nunbled the first mate as he
dunped the heap

of luggage onto the dock.

Turning to Rogan, he said, "The nen want to know when

we'll be sailing,
sir. I've put Alny, Calvin and Maurice on watch. Your



| eave to | et
the rest go ashore soon's we stand down?"

"Wth the usual restrictions. Billy stays on board unl ess
one of us is

with him and any man | have to stand bail for will have
hi s pay docked

and be restricted to ship for the rest of the journey."

"Fair'n square, sir. See you directly!"
Wth Billy on his heels, Styron made his escape, |eaving
Rogan to deal

with Patrice and her baggage.

Nor did she seemin any great rush to | eave.

“If you're not being net, I'll see about securing a
carriage for you,
ma' am "

The Wdow s dense bl ack | ashes | eaped into play.

In the clear light of day, they weren't nearly as
| npr essi ve.

"Rogan," she teased.

"Are you so very anxious to be rid of me? Oh, nme, I'm
afraid | upset

you, didn't 1?"

He stiffened.
“"Not at all, ma'am Did you say you were being net, or
shall | fetch a

conveyance for you?"

“No, | am not being net," she snapped.

She was dressed all in blue, a velvet princess |ine coat
trimed with

white fur and a snmall matching hat.



"As a wdow alone in a strange city, | suppose I'll have
to get used to
fending for nyself."

She eyed hi m consideringly.

"I don't suppose--" Rogan didn't wait for her to finish.
“I'"l'l have your trunk sent on soon's we unload if you'l
gi ve me your

direction.”

She sighed and tunnel ed her hands deeper into her fur
muf f .

"Ch, well, if you're going to hold grudges, | suppose |
must . "

Nam ng one of Baltinore's ol dest and nost respected
hotel s, she added,
"I don't suppose you're free for supper tonight?"

"Ms. Rhodes--" "No, | was afraid not. Please, Rogan,

l et's not part

this way. Call ne Patrice, won't you? | only neant to
offer a word of

advi ce, you know. | was.afraid you were worried about

| eavi ng Kat hl een

all alone with that ridicul ously handsone young man of
hers. |f |

spoke out of turn, it was only out of concern for you, but
of course, |

shoul d have realized that with M. MNair being a friend
of yours,

he'd be nuch too | oyal to--

"Just so, ma'am"”

Rogan's words were too clipped for politeness.

Overcom ng a powerful urge to throttle the woman, he m ned
and waved to

a hired conveyance.

Wth nore speed than grace, he ushered her into the bl ack
| eat her-topped carri age, spoke to the driver and handed



hima few
coi ns.

By the tinme the reins slapped the back of the spavined bay
mar e, Rogan

was hal fway down the dock, his long | egs eating up the

di st ance.

Long before he reached his destination, nore than one

| ongshor eman, on

seeing the ook on his face, hastily stepped out of his
way.

There was the cargo to be unl oaded, checked over and
si gned for
first.

Meanwhi | e, as one hold after another was enptied, he set
his nmen to
punpi ng the bil ges dry.

That done, Rogan directed Dick Styron to go below wth the
ship's

carpenter to check carefully for any | eakage since the
storm

They'd taken in surprisingly little water under the

ci rcunst ances,

t hanks to good nmai ntenance, careful stowage and a seasoned
crew.

Al the sane, Rogan ordered the hatches left off until the
new car go
was ready to | oad.

It didn't take nuch to start danp rot.

The Wtch was as sound today as she'd been the day she'd
slid off the

ways in Hatteras back in the fall of '72, with stem

st ernpost, inner

post and knees of Kinnakeet oak and a centerboard taller
and thi cker

than two stout nen.



But a ship, like a woman, could go downhill in a hurry
unl ess a man
kept a cl ose watch on her.

Wiile the crew, save for a skeleton watch, enjoyed a few
days of
respite in port, Rogan did his best to forget Patrice's

sly
I NSi nuati ons.
Cal | unf?

Oh, hell, that was crazy!

Kat hl een had better sense than to be taken in by that
shar pster.

The Rhodes wonan was just trying to make trouble, that was
all.

Maybe she was one of those fenmal es who coul dn't abi de any
man who

didn't instantly fall at her feet.

O into her bed.

Hel |, she'd spent nore tine staring at his crotch than she
had at his
eyes.

And, dammt, his traitorous body had been just hungry
enough to react,

in spite of his dislike of the woman hersel f, which had
probably given

her all the encouragenent she needed!

Driven by an increasingly famliar restlessness, Rogan set
the time of

departure a good twenty-four hours short of what had been
schedul ed

"Hell, boy, that don't even give us enough tine to get the
hol ds

| oaded, nuch | ess secure us a deck cargo."



In nonments of stress, the first nmate was apt to forget
their relative
positions.

"Besides, that mlling machinery ain't even cone in yet.
| checked at
t he depot no nore'n a hour ago."

“I't"ll be in on the night train from Chicago. If it's not
on the dock
by six in the norning, we'll damm well sail without it."

"What the SumHiIl's got into you, anyhow?"

"Dammit, Dick, if you can,t manage to oversee the | oading,
"1l find a
man who can!”

"Now, cone on, boy, this ain't |like you," the grizzled
first mate
pr ot est ed.

But after a second | ook at his captain's grimface, he
flicked a finger
to his cap.

"Aye, sir! Nunmber one's near about |oaded, only | |eft
the hatch off
like you said. I'Il toper off, batten 'er down and get on

W t h nunber

two. Should be ready to take on a deck | oad by norning.
Once we're

cleared to sail--" "I've already handled that."

"Then | reckon there's no need to tarry, once we hoi st
t hem machi nes on

board and | ash 'em down good. |'Il have Luther rig sone
ki nd of

protection in case we run into a spell of weather."

"They'll be crated. A tarp |lashed over the top will be
sufficient."" "
Aye, sir!



Wth your perm ssion.

sir!

The next few hours were far too busy to spend tine

wor ryi ng over what

m ght or m ght not be happeni ng back hone.

Exhausted fromtoo many sl eepl ess nights, Rogan nanaged to
convi nce

hi rsel f that he didn't'give a dam.

| f Kathl een was no better than she'd been painted, what
difference did

It make?

She took good care of Hetty, and that, after all, was what
he'd married

her for.

I f he wanted a wonman, he had plenty to chose from

There was the Rhodes woman.

Ch, hell, no!

He' d sooner bed down with a coral snake.

There was still good ol d Dell a.

Maybe he'd stop by for a visit wth her on his way south.
If she'd already got around to finding a replacenent for
him there

were plenty of other wonen around.

Pretty wonen.

Avai | abl e wonen!

There was no reason to deprive hinself of a woman, he

t hought,
dismssing his earlier conviction that he just m ght be



one of that

rare breed of nmen who couldn't bring hinself to be
unfaithful to the

worman he'd nmarried, no matter what the circunstances.

And then, his convictions swinging |ike a weather vane, he
woul d manage

to convince hinself that Kathleen deserved his protection
no matter

what she'd done.

She had sought sanctuary at the parsonage, and fromthere
she' d been
placed in his care.

And no matter what she'd done before or after that, he had
given his

word to Josiah that he would not press her to share his
bed unl ess she

gave hi m sone sign.

Actual ly, he'd assured Josiah that she wasn't the sort of
wonan he even

t hought of in that way, having always preferred bl ondes
and redheads

with a confortable anount of flesh on their bones.

How t he devil could he have known that a smle froma
prickly little

brunette, a casual touch, even a sharp exchange of words,
coul d cause

himto swell up until he near about burst the buttons off
hi s

britches?

Pri nr ose.

He coul dn't renmenber when he'd first started calling her
that in his
m nd.

The first tinme he'd |laid eyes on her he hadn't been al
t hat
| npressed.



He' d been downri ght di smayed, in fact.
She'd struck himas al nost comically starchy.

Proud as a clipper ship, proper as a British admral in
her plain bl ack

frock, with her nose in the air and her hair screwed up in
a | ubber's

knot and anchored down with the ugliest bonnet he'd ever

| ai d eyes

on.

Slowy, a |l ook of bleakness replaced the warnth that had
kindled in his
eyes.

A bitter parody of a smle curled his hard lips as he
stared at the
bustling wharves of Baltinore harbor.

Damm her w cked heart, she hadn't | ooked quite so primand
pr oper

| aughing up into Callum s face, her arns battened around
his neck as if

she couldn't bear to turn him]l oose.

She'd nmade the sanme prom ses that he had i n Dnnwoody' s
parl or back in

July, all that business about obeying and honoring and
cl eaving only

unt o.

Hers had | asted just about as long as it had taken MNair
to cone

sni ffing around.

"Well, we'll just see about that," Rogan nuttered.

He'd kept his word a damed sight |onger than she had, so
I f he decided

to change the rules, she had only herself to bl ane.

The deck cargo had barely been set in place before they



cast off.

Wth a steady twenty-knot w nd out of the northeast, they
made

excellent tinme, arriving at Norfolk dead on their original
schedul e, in

spite of the |ayover during the storm

Wth tinme in his favor, Rogan had al ready made up his m nd
to lay over

at Hatteras on the way south, although if anyone pressed
hi m f or

reasons, he'd have a hard tinme comng up with one that
made sense.

But that was before his schedul e began to fall apart.
Easing into the harbor under half canvas, he found coal
schooners |ined

up as far as he could see, waiting to fill their hol ds.
Damm!

A day passed, and then another.

Rogan paced the deck.

He spat out orders only to rescind them before the echo
had di ed

away.

H's crew took to hiding from him

Hs first mate watched and |istened, shaking his head in
si |l ent

commi seration.

Wman trouble, Styron thought.

It never failed.

It had been his experience that any man was a fool to

marry, | eave
al one sail ors.



Just let a seaman marry hinself a pretty young thing and
then go off

and | eave her alone for weeks at a tine, and trouble was
bound to

foll ow.

Long before their turn cane to warp al ongsi de and comence
t he process

of unl oadi ng, Rogan had | ost whatever snmall|l advantage he'd
gai ned by

| eaving Baltinore a day early.

Frustrated to his wits' end, he tried to convi nce hinself
t hat he was
relieved.

He' d been planning to walk in and take her by surprise.
But what if he'd been the one to be surprised?
What t hen?

What happened after he'd wung Callum s neck and ki cked
his fornicating
carcass out of Kathleen's bed?

He' d be right back where he'd been when he'd | anded
hinself in this
mess in the first place.

Needi ng hel p, not know ng where to turn.

Losing too nmuch tinme in stopping off to see to Hetty's
wel | - bei ng.

Wndering each tine he left if the poor old soul would
gi ve away

everything he possessed and set fire to the house before
he coul d get

back agai n.

He' d done what he'd thought best for her.



It just hadn't turned out right.

But it wasn't concern over Hetty's plight that was eating
holes in his
gut, and Rogan knew it.

He' d been dealing with Hetty's problemfor years.
Al'l the neighbors knew and under st ood.

They did their best to |ook after her, but danmt, a nman
could ask only
so much of his nei ghbors.

In the dark watches of the night, while he waited for his
ship to be

ready to sail again, Rogan exam ned his situation

di spassi onat el y,

wonderi ng where he'd gone w ong.

Inevitably, it all canme back to Kathl een.

The trouble had started when he'd | et her get under his
guard.

Even now he didn't know how she'd nmanaged to do it.

In her drab, shapeless dress, with her hair every which
way, she

certainly hadn't gone out of her way to make herself
appeal i ng.

Just the opposite, in fact.

So why did he spend so dammed nuch tine thinking about
her, renenbering

t hose steady gray eyes, the way she snelled, the way she
smled, the

i nfrequent sound of her |aughter?

He renenbered the way she'd felt- when he'd held her

agai nst hi m that

first night out, when she'd gone out on deck to watch the
noon ri se.



H s enotions caught in a treacherous riptide, he recalled
the |l ook in

her eyes when Hetty had snatched that yellow silk gown out
of the

wr appi ngs and held it up to herself.

She' d known.
They'd both known, yet she'd done the only decent thing.
And dammt, he didn't want to think about that, not now

Nor did he want to think about how she'd felt in his arns,
t he way her
| i ps had softened under his when he'd kissed her.

She' d been startled at first, alnost as if she'd never
been ki ssed
bef or e.

Renenbering the way her |ips had quivered uncertainly for
an instant,

he felt the old famliar fullness in his groin, and he
swor e.

How had she felt in Callum s arns?

he asked hinself, deliberately inflicting the pain he
coul d not

escape.

Stiff and prickly?

O soft and yiel ding?

Had she pushed the raunchy bastard away?

O had her eyes wi dened and her |ips parted eagerly,
joining in the

gane?

What ot her ganes had they played?



Had McNair succeeded where Rogan had fail ed?

God knows the silver-tongued devil had enough experience
with wonmen to
nelt the heart of a wooden fi gurehead!

Al ready running |late, Rogan decided it was all for the
best .

Anot her week and he could lay to rest the denons that rode
hi m
rel entlessly, day and night.

But the denons still rode himeight days | ater when the
White Wtch

dr opped both her anchors in the |ea of Hatteras village on
t he upper

Carol i na banks.

"Not again," groaned.

Dick Styron.

"Damm all, boy, we were due into Norfolk yesterday! At
this rate we'll

end up hauling coal like half the coasters in the

busi ness, and |I'm
a-telling you, we've not got the freeboard for it!"

Rogan gl ared at him

Only the fact that Dick Styron had taught hi m nore about
sailing than

any other man, living or dead, had saved himfrominstant
di sm ssal

"Have | m ssed out on a single schedul ed consi gnnment ?"

"Not yet, but you' ve been late nore tinmes than | care to
dwell on."

"Trai ns haul quick. Coasters haul cheap."

"Or not at all when they've got a skipper who can't keep



his mnd off

his--" "Set the watch, dammfft, and quit trying to tell ne
how to run

nmy business!”

But the old man was right; he'd spent nore tinme at hone in
the past few
nont hs than he had in the past few years,

and it wasn't all on account of Hetty.

"Damm t, sone things are nore inportant than a few tons of
rice and

anot her | oad of yellow pine!" he grunbled, and barked out
an order to

| ower the | aunch.

The peach-colored calico with the tiny bunches of bl ue
fl owers was her
favorite.

Kat hl een had studied the bolts of cloth at M. A

's store, conparing quality and col or.

At fourteen cents a yard, she dare not make a hasty
deci si on.

It had been between the red and the peach, and in the end,
she'd chosen

t he peach, two spools of white thread and a dozen bone
buttons for the

bodi ce.

The gl ass ones woul d have been far prettier, but they were
t oo dear.

In all, she spent nore than three dollars on herself, and
anot her four

for enough linen to make a shirt for Rogan.

She' d chosen not her-of -pearl buttons for that.



They cost nore than the bone but |ess than the gl ass.
That had been four days ago.

Since then, she'd stayed up long after Hetty had gone to
bed each ni ght

making first the shirt and then her gown, which was all
done but for

turning up the hem

When Rogan pushed open the door and wal ked into the house,
she was on
her knees with a nout hful of pins.

"Kat hl een, |'m hone."

Her nmouth fell open, the pins scattered on the floor, and
she gaped at
himin utter astoni shnent.

Ever since that day nearly a nonth before, when she'd
wat ched him

stride out with that witch, Patrice, in her ridicul ous
pi Nk gown,

wr apped around himlike a poison ivy vine, she'd been
tryi ng her best

to bring her wayward feelings under control.

"How are you, Rogan?"

He was glaring at her, and she asked herself guiltily what
she' d done
to rile himnow.

Besi des spending his noney on herself, that was.

In a weak nonment, she'd nmanaged to convi nce herself that
he'd be gl ad
to see her in sonmething other than black, brown or gray.

And t hen, because she wasn't quite convinced, she' d spent
even nore for
material to make hima new shirt, hoping it would ease her



consci ence.

It hadn't.

"You' re |l ooking well," she said.

He was | ooki ng magni ficent!

Al'l nuscle and sinew, browned by the sun and honed by
years of hard

wor k, he was garbed in his usual black.

Callumwas twi ce as handsone, and far better dressed, yet
all Rogan had

to do was wal k in the door and she fell apart.

Ducki ng her head, she hurriedly picked up the pins she'd
dr opped.

"Working | ate, aren't you?"

Rogan slung his worn canvas bag into a corner and
sauntered into the

roomto offer her a hand up.

"The, um-the hem needed turning up."”

What was so wrong about meking herself a new dress?
Surely she'd earned that nuch!

But if he'd noticed the bright splash of col or spread over
t he

gate-1egged table, he didn't |et on.

"I thought you'd have found sonething nore exciting to
pass the tine

w th by now "

Exciting?

She was nore excited this very nonent than she'd been in

weeks, but she
could hardly tell himthat!



"l enjoy sewing. | it's good to see you, Rogan. Hetty's
fine now.

She suffered a bit of a fall a few weeks ago, but her |eg
mended good

as new. "

As usual when she was nervous, her tongue ran away wth
her .

"A fall?"

Rogan frowned as he continued to hold her hand.
Kat hl een' s pal mwas tingling.

Her fingers curled instinctively around his hard, capable
hand, and she

caught her bottomlip between her teeth.

Hetty!

What was she going to do about Hetty?

She hadn't been expecting Rogan, and now Hetty was sound

asleep in

Kat hl een's bed, snoring like a sawrmi ||, and Kathl een had
spread her

personal things all over Rogan's |oft, never dream ng he'd
be com ng

honme so soon
"Yes, that is--"
hol di ng her hand,
she snatched it away and snoothed the hair that had | ong
si nce cone

| oose fromtrying on her new gown so many tines to get the
| engt h j ust

right.

Suddenly realizing that he was stil

"Well, you see, there was this dog, and " "What dog?"

"Oh, didn't | tell you?" she asked brightly.



"We have a cat now. "
Rogan' s eyebrows shot up.
"Acat? | thought you said it was a dog."

"Yes, well, that's howit all started, but--" She broke
of f, noticing

for the first time the look of strain around his eyes, the
deep grooves

at either side of his set nouth.

He | ooked' tired, as if he hadn't slept for weeks.

"Rogan, are you sure you're all right? Conme out to the
ki tchen and | et

me fix you sone supper. There's a bit of turtle stew
left, and I can

fry some corn bread to go with it."

"Coffee'll do," he said tiredly.

She led the way, and after only the briefest hesitation,
he fol | owed.

"Tell me about Hetty's fall. 1've warned her about that
chi cken
ranp.

The thing gets wet and slippery, and--" "It wasn't the
chicken, it was

the cat. At least, first it was the dog, and then--" She
di pped a bow

full of stew and placed it before him unasked, then poked
up the fire

under the coffeepot.
“I't"ll be hot in no tine," she proni sed.
"You see, this cat took up here a few weeks back, and

Hetty let him
sleep in her bed."



Hi s stony face revealing none of his suspicions, Rogan
finished the
stew and accepted a cup of hot black coffee.

"Hetty never could abide cats."”

"Well, that nmay be, but she likes this one. | think she
sort of enjoys

havi ng sonet hing to make over. Anyway, Rags--that's his
name, Rags--he

was out taking the sun one norning when Marthenia WIlis's
big yel |l ow

dog cane around, and the next thing | knew, they were both
out of the

yard and gone, with Rags yowing and that ol d dog barking
hi s head

of f."

She ladled the last of the stew into Rogan's bowl, then
set the pan to
soak.

"Well, the upshot of it was that the dog treed poor Rags

i n that dead

cedar down by the G een Pond, and the nore we called,f the
hi gher the

poor thing ¢ Hetty was all for going :up after him but |
made her sl ay

t he ground. ™

"1 thought you said that was how she broke her leg."

Rogan was | ooki ng consi derably nore rel axed, Kathleen was
pl eased to

not e.

"Wenched it, not broke it. As it was, | was the one who
went up the

tree. Hetty stayed down below. | finally managed to get
ny hands on

that stupid animal, but he Iit into ne like a wldcat,

cl awi ng and

biting until | was mad enough to feed himto the dog and
be done with



it."

Rogan finished his coffee and eased the chair away from
t he tabl e,
stretching his long | egs hal fway across the kitchen.

Kat hl een caught herself stating and | ooked away, nortified
at the way
her thoughts were running.

Dear Lord, she should have made hi m another pair of
trousers instead of
a shirt.

Bi g ones!

Gat hered at the waist so they'd not reveal the very parts
t hey were

meant to conceal!

She dropped the dish towel, bunped agai nst the corner of
the table and

started tal king faster than ever.

"So | threw himinto the pond."

"The cat?"

"Certainly the cat! | could hardly hold himin ny arns,
scrat chi ng and

clawing the way he was. | called down to Hetty to grab

himin her

apron when he canme ashore, but blessed if she didn't try
to catch him

bar e- handed, sohe scratched her, too, and when he ran, she
t ook off

after him and before |I could get down and see to
everything, she'd

gone and tripped over a root and fallen over that old dead
tree that

came down in the storm™

She ended out of breath and enbarrassed at having rattl ed
onamle a



m nut e.
It was all Rogan's fault.

If he hadn't cone hone so unexpected if he hadn't pinned
her down with

t hose devil-dark eyes of his, as if he knew precisely how
many hours

she' d wasted thinking of himwhen she shoul d have been

| ooki ng after

his interests.

"Any nore coffee?"

She turned and glared at him

"Yes, but it's gone cold by now | reckon I'll have to
poke up the

fire again!"

"Try breathing on it a few tines. That ought to be enough
to nelt the

stovepipe.” ' " | beg your pardon.

"And don't go all hurry, you'll throw your backbone out of
joint. Just

pour ne another half cup and I'll drink it cold!"

“I''l'l make fresh," she snapped.
"The hell you wll!"
"Don't curse in ny presence, Rogan Rawson!"

"Then don't go flouncing around |like a--" "I am not
fl ounci ng!"

"The hell you're not! Before | even get ny boots off,

you' re off

spi nning sone farfetched faradi ddl e about dogs and cats

t hat don't nake

a bit of sense, then when | asked for a cup of coffee, you
start

slamm ng things around like |I'd insulted you or sonething,



and | damm
wel | want to know why! Could it be you have a quilty
consci ence?"

“"A guilty conscience?" she squeaked.

"Way should | have a gquilty conscience? It was hardly ny
fault that
Hetty--" Rising, he noved around the table, and Kathl een
edged away.

"That's what |'m asking you. Maybe if you stop trying to
throw nme off

course with a bunch of fairy tales, we can get to the
bott om of | ust

why you're so nervous."

"I amnot--" "You damed well are! Look ne in the eye and
tell nme what

you' ve been doing all these nights to entertain yourself,
and don't

tell me you spent all that tinme sewing, dammt! You
could' ye ruffled

t he whol e dammed house by now "

He allowed his eyes to play over her, making her painfully
awar e t hat

she was wearing her ol dest gown because it was easy to
take off and put

on agai n when she was fitting her new one.

"Well 2 I"mwaiting," he sneered.

"Have you missed ne, wife? O have you been too busy?"

"Oh, | mssed you, all right," she shot back.

"Afinost as much as I'd have m ssed the plague! And as

for how |'ve

been keeping nyself busy, |'ve nanaged to do that the sane
way |'ve

kept busy since | was nine years old. Wth chores!”

Rogan's jaw tightened, but for the nonent, he remai ned



silent.

Kat hl een tossed her head and stared boldly at him her
stornmy eyes

nearly as dark as his.

She refused to be the first to drop her gaze, but if he
didn't back

down soon, she m ght break in two.

Her spine was so rigid she was shaking all over.

Never in her life did she renenber being so furious!
Rogan's fists clenched and uncl enched.

He ground his teeth.

Didn't the little fool know enough to quit while she still
coul d?

The greenest seaman aboard the White Wtch woul d have | ong
since run

for cover.

Hs crew, right down to the |ast man, knew himfar better
than did his

own wife.

But that was about to change.

"I take it Calum s sl around?"

"Then you take it wong."

Kat hl een was furious with him but even nore furious with
hersel f for

allowing himto get under her skin.

Wiy was it that she always overreacted to every single
thing he said or

di d?

"So...when did he nmanage to tear hinself away?"



"You nean the precise day? Do you want the hour and the
m nut e?"

Truth to tell, she couldn't remenber when he'd left.
She didn't care.

What made her so spitting, fighting mad was the fact that
she

remenbered to the m nute when Rogan had wal ked out t hat
door .

Over and over she'd pictured it, wshing he'd trip and
tunbl e t hat
nasty-m nded fenmale into a ditch.

W shing he'd drop her in the nuddi est puddl e around and
wal k back up

the path, onto the porch, and take Kathleen into his arns.
She was a fool.

Evi dently, she'd been born a fool, and it was beginning to
| ook as if

she'd die a fool

To think that she'd once dared to hope.

Chapter Fourteen

Rogan finished his coffee in silence.

Kat hl een stal ked around, w ping off surfaces, putting away
di shes.

She cl osed the danper and banked the coals in the stove
for norning,
then stood, arns fol ded over her breasts, daring himto
say one nore
word to her.

"Thank you. It was good stew. "



Easing his lithe, nmuscular body fromthe chair, he flexed
bot h

shoul ders and exhal ed heavily.

Poor darling, he was tired.

She didn't care if he was tired!

Oh, drat, she couldn't even keep her head on strai ght
where this man

was concerned, and it drove her wild, it purely did!

"You' re welcone."

"Go ahead, 1'll take care of the lanp."

Wthout waiting for a second invitation, she fled.

She shoul d have nade a fresh pot of coffee, then while he
was dri nki ng

it, she could have raced upstairs and gat hered her things
and been down

bef ore he knew what she was doi ng.

"Where is Hetty? Gone to bed al ready?"

He' d cone up behind her before she even got to the other
end of the

passageway.

No man that |large had any right to nove as silently as he
di d.

Anot her mark agai nst him

"She goes to bed right after supper lately."

“I'"l'l just ook in on her in case she's still awake."

He m ned toward the room where Hetty had al ways sl ept, and
Kat hl een had

no choice but to tell himthe truth.

"She's in the front room M/ bedchanber. Hers is that



s, Rags..."

"Rags?"

"You know, the cat. The one Marthenia's dog chased up a
tree. | just

told you about it, for heaven's sake!"

"She's a bitch, you know. "

Kat hl een spun around, her jaw hangi ng.

"l beg your pardon.™

"A femal e cani ne, Kathleen. What did you think |I neant?"
"Oh, well...of course | knew that."

Rattl ed, she turned too quickly to escape those w cked
eyes of his and

bunped her knee on the door.

"Did you?"

H s skeptical '"tone rattled her all the nore.

Damm, damm and doubl e damm!

She' d never had one whit of control over her own |ife, but
at | east
she'd never before felt |ike a puppet.

All he had to do was twitch her strings, and she danced to
what ever
rune he whistl ed.

"I'f you'll give ne a mnute, |I'll get your bed ready."
"Don't go to any special trouble on ny account. | don't
m nd

sharing. "

“Well, | do!"



"What were you sayi ng about Rags?"
"You nean the cat?" she asked inanely.
Wel |, of course he neans the cat, you ninny!

"She--that is, he--he conmtted an indiscretion in the
m ddl e of

Hetty's bed, and | had to scrub the feather tick and air
it out.

I[t--it's not dry yet."
Rogan began to chuckl e.

And then he stood there in the mddle of the sitting room
feet spread

wi de apart, hands braced on his | ean hips, |aughing as

t hough cat poop

in the mddle of soneone's bed were the funniest thing in
t he worl d.

n G.]! n

Spi nni ng on her heel, Kathleen strode across the room
skirts sw shing
around her ankl es.

Not until she reached the stairwell did she realize that
he was one
step behind her.

"Your rooms not ready yet."
"Il take ny chances,"”
sobered, as if

sone unpl easant thought had occurred to him" O naybe
you need tine

to clear away the evidence.

he said, still grinning. Then he

Evi dence?

Did he nean her conb and brush, her gown and her few
toiletries?



"Why don't you go wash while |I collect ny things?"

"I washed aboard ship, thank you."

She had backed up onto the bottom step, and now he crowded
her up the

next one.

"The door! Did you think to latch it?"

He was maki ng her exceedingly nervous, practically

br eat hi ng down her

neck that way.

And when she was nervous, she was apt to do sonething
foolish.

Li ke babble a mle a mnute.

O hurl herself into his arns.

Oh, yes, that would be just wonderful, wouldn't it?

First she'd bore himto death with every tedious detail of
her

uneventful |ife, and before she was done, she'd have nade
an utter ass

of herself by bhm ng out hoTM nuch she Not that she did.
Love him that was.

Not really.

You couldn't love a man and fight with himover
practically everything

and nothing at all.

She backed up three nore steps, wi th Rogan pacing her step
for step.

She was breathing as though she'd raced up them backward
and forward.



The nore he | ooked at her, the nore nervous she grew

There was sonething in the way his eyes glittered over
her, |ingering

on first her nouth, then her breast, that nmade her
exceedi ngly

uneasy.

"Rogan, |'mwarning you--" ".Are you, darling?"

Dar |l i ng?

The endearnent | odged in her heart and sent it soaring.

Surely that meant somet hing.

Unlike Callum Rogan had never been free with carel ess
endear nent s.

She felt for another step, and when there was none, she

fl oundered and

woul d have fallen had not Rogan reached out and caught
arm

"Don't fall."

Too | ate.

She had already fallen, if he only knew.

Shaki ng of f his hand, she stepped back, eyeing him
nervously.

Rogan wat ched her through slitted eyes, enjoying her
gr ow ng

uneasi ness.

The prickly little thing.

He' d see how starchy she was when he finished with her.

her

"Were you sleeping in ny bed, or did you nmake yourself a

pal | et ?"



"I--that is, I--" "Never mnd, Prinmose, | don't m nd
sharing. "

It occurred to himthen that unless he neant to take her
by force,

sonet hi ng he'd consi dered nore than once on the | ong
voyage hone, he'd

best begin to soften her up.

She was shivering visibly, her arns wapped over her
bosom

The loft was cool, but not cold, as the heat fromthe
firepl ace
downstairs seeped up the stairwell.

A pul se was beating frantically just under her right ear,
and he
reached out and laid a finger over it.

Her eyes w dened.

Her |ips parted, and she stared at himas if she'd never
been touched

by a man before, Maybe Callumwasn't quite as effective a
| over as he'd

al ways clained to be.

Maybe the Kingsley fell ow But he wasn't going to think
about them

They weren't here; he was.

And before he left her, his wife was going to know which
one of them
she bel onged t o!

The | anpl i ght cast beguiling shadows on her face,
deepeni ng the clear

wel | s of her eyes, gleam ng on the noisture that appeared
on her 1lips

when her tongue darted out to wet them

Feeling his control begin to slip, Rogan forced hinself to



| ook around
the famliar room

Not even to hinmself would he admt what he was searching
for.

Hopi ng against all that was holy he wouldn't find.

Under the sl oping eaves, his bed | ooked broad, high and
I nviting.

There was a small glass of Joe Bell flowers on the bedside
tabl e, and
It affected hi m sl xangely.

He | ooked fromthe flowers to his wife, who seened frozen
I n place.

"Pretty," he growl ed, neaning the flowers.
Meani ng bot h.

Meani ng he was so dammed confused he didn't know what he
meant !

As if freed by the sound of his voice, Kathleen began to
gat her up her

bel ongi ngs, her conb and brush, a pair of tan kidskin
boots that were

worn nearly through at the toe.

She reached for the white nuslin night rail that had been
spread across
his pillow, only to have Rogan sweep it out of her reach.

"Gve ne that! | told you if you' d just wait a m nute,
|'"d clear out
ny things!"

"You won't be needing this."

"Rogan, it's late and "'min no nood to play childish
ganes. "



Shifting his position so that he was between her and
freedom he
conti nued.

"But then, the ganes | have in mnd aren't the |east bit
chi | di sh,
darling. | think you know that."

Her braid had come | oose hal fway up, and he reached behi nd
her and

quickly tnplaited the rest of it, allowing her hair to

pl ay over his

fingers.

She protested, but he only sml ed.

Forking his fingers through her hair, he held her head and
| eaned

closer, so close he could feel her erratic breath warm ng
his face.

"The day you can tane all this wild silk,"” he whispered,
"Wll be the
day the rivers run uphill, little Prinrose."

She tried to jerk her head away, but he held on to her
hai r .

Even her defiance aroused him and God knows he'd been
aroused enough
j ust thinking about what he was going to do to her.

What ever she was, whatever she'd been in the past, he told
hi nsel f, she
was hi's now.

And he was dammed wel | going to nake sure she knew it!

After this night's work, she wouldn't be feeling quite so
fancy-free.

"Quit trying to run away fromne, Kathleen." the | nartner

s tmae zl



Even in the dimlight of the single |anp, gray eyes bl azed
Into
bl ack.

"I beg your--" "Don't," he warned softly.

"Beg ny pardon one nore tinme, and |'mapt to turn you over
ny knee and
give you a lesson in nmanners the way | |earned them"

"I think you've quite |lost your mnd."

He shook his head, teeth gleamng whitely in the dark
shadows of his
face.

“"No, ma'am |'ve only just found it. This is sonething I
shoul d' ve

done nuch sooner, but instead, | listened to Josiah. He
sai d you

needed tine."

He'd said a | ot of other things, too, but Rogan was no
| onger certain

the old man knew what he was tal ki ng about.

"Well, I"mdone listening. W're wed now, wonan, and
there's no

undoi ng t hat.

|"ve waited | ong enough to claimwhat's rightfully m ne.
VW' re wed.

, rightfully m ne.

The words echoed in Kathleen's head as if they' d been
holl ered into an

enpty cistern.

Once when she'd been abOUt ten there had been a long, dry
spel | .

Al the cisterns around Pelletier's MIIls had run dry.



She had |ifted the wooden |id and | eaned down into the
dank cavern and
shouted, "I amtoo, pretty!"”

A chorus of too pretty, too pretty, too pretty had
reverberated for
| ong nonents afterward.

For nearly half a day she'd believed it, until she had
made the m st ake
of boasting to her grandnother.

Now, standing rigidly before her husband in the chilly

sl eeping | oft,

surrounded by the scent of raw wood paneling, lanp oil and
sonet hi ng

far nore subtle, sonmething infinitely exciting, Kathleen
shook her

head.

She knew better than nost that dreans were only for
dream ng, never for
bel i eving in.

"Rogan," she whispered, "I don't think you really want to
do this."

n mnl t I ?ll

It never occurred to her to pretend she didn't know what
he had in
m nd.

She'd seen that sanme gleamin Mirton's eyes nore tines
t han she coul d
count .

The difference was that with Mdrton, even though he had
never managed

to carry out his inplied threats, she had felt soil ed.

Soiled and frightened, and slightly nauseat ed.



Wth Rogan she felt.
sonet hi ng al toget her different.
"Don't |, Prinrose?" he repeat ed.

Then, with all the gentleness in the world, he reached out
and renoved
the conb and brush from her cold fingers.

He |ifted her shoes fromthe other hand and set them on
the fl oor
besi de t he bed.

Her eyes were enornous, and in spite of hinmself, Rogan
felt a reluctant
tenderness well up inside him

It was quickly overtaken by another, nore powerful
feeling.

Wt hout another word he lifted his hands to her face,
shaping it

between his two pal ns, touching the fluttering pul se at
her tenples,

her hi gh, rounded cheekbones, the holl ows beneath them

H s thunbs playing along the delicate ridge of her jaw, he
mur mur ed,

"Don't I, love? I'mjust now beginning to realize how

much | do want

it."

The sound of her breathing was loud in the silence---or
was it
Rogan' s?

Knowi ng that if he once nmade | ove to her the way she'd
dreaned of his

doi ng, she would be | ost forever, Kathleen tried to hold
back, but it

was no use.

He was stronger physically.



Hs will was stronger.

And how coul d she fight agai nst something she wanted so
desperatel y?

"Conme here, Prinrose," Rogan conmanded softly.
Wasn't she already as close as she coul d possible be?

Her toes were caught between his two booted feet, her face
held in his

hot, hard hands, everything in between in astonishingly

cl ose

al i gnnent .

Love ne.

Only love nme, Rogan, for that's all in the world I'Il ever
want .

"Rogan," she managed to gasp, when his hands noved from
her face to her
shoul ders.

One slid over her back and down to her waist, pressing her
so tightly

agai nst his hard chest that she could feel her breasts
swelling in

response.

The ot her hand noved up the side of her throat, over the
hi gh

buckram|ined collar of her gown, until his fingers spread
around her

jaw, tipping her face to neet his.

The nonment before his nouth cl osed over hers she heard
hundr eds of

soft, sweet explosions, like flurries of soap bubbles
going off in her
head.

How st range.



She could even feel them and they were not in her head at
all, but in
the nost intimte parts of her body!

His |ips caressed, lifting, brushing, dragging gently
agai nst the

noi sture of her own so that she found it inpossible to
keep t hem

properly cl osed.

She tried, though.

Desperately, she clanped her |ips together, frightened by
t he reckl ess

urge she felt to open her nouth, and discover the taste of
him--of his

skin, of his lips, of his tongue.

"Open for nme, Prinrose,” Rogan whi spered agai nst her
nout h, causing the

nost delicious sensations to race down her spine.

He lifted his head and stared down at her, his narrowed
eyes glowng in

the flickering |anplight.

Then slowWy, deliberately, he | owered his head agai n.

Her eyelids fluttered.

Her mouth softened, ready, wlling--nay, eager for his
Ki ss.

Only he didn't kiss her.

Instead, with just the tip of his tongue, he traced the
| i ne between

her lips, then stepped back.

She woul d have fallen had she not clutched the bedstead.

If she'd dared to hope her linbs would support her, she
m ght have



fled, she told herself, knowing the lie for what it was.

What ever canme next, tonight or a hundred years from now,
she could no
nore run away fromthis man than she could | eap the ocean

"Wh-why did you do that?" she asked finally, when it
seened as if he
woul d go on staring at her forever.

"Do what?" - "You know. That. Lick ne."

She wanted to | ook away fromhim but her eyes, no nore
t han any ot her

part of her body, seened inclined to do her bidding.
“"Maybe | wondered if you tasted of vinegar or sugar."
He seened strangely wat chful.

Did he suspect her secret?

"Or maybe | was just serving you fair warning."

"W war ni ng?"

She clutched the tall wal nut headboard until her fingers
threatened to

cranp.

Rel easing it suddenly, she clasped her hands, found them
to be danmp and
unconsci ously w ped them down her skirt.

Rogan' s gaze followed the novenent of her hands as they
snoot hed t he
soft faded material over her slender hips.

She had | eft her apron in the kitchen, he noticed, but she
was stil
wrapped in too nmany | ayers.

Her gown covered her fromher chin to the tops of her
shoes, and all



the way down to her wists.

God knows what she had on underneath all that.
He intended to find out, though.

Starting now.

"Take off your cl othes, Kathleen."

Her mouth fell open, and he fought against the tenptation
to take

advant age of it.

"My---take of f ny--Rogan, what warning? | demand to know
what your

intentions are!"

Eyebrows dark as a crow s wings lifted quizzically.

"You demand? Worman, this may conme as a surprise to you,
but you're in

no position to be demandi ng anyt hing. Now take off your
gown, or "1l

do it for you, and I warn you, there's alimt to ny
pati ence."

Her eyes never |eaving his, Kathleen lifted a hand and
felt for the

covered buttons at the back of her neck.

"Patience!" she muttered, "I've yet to see a sign that

you even know

t he nmeani ng of the word."

Oh, why did he have to go and spoil it?

For just a nonent, she'd al nost dared to dream

"Stop nattering and get on with it."

He had begun to unbutton his shirt, and Kathleen found her

hands were
trenbling al nost too nuch to find the buttons, nuch |ess



to tw st the
pesky little things: through their respective | oops.

Just as Rogan finished tugging his shirt free of his
trousers, she gave

a cry of frustration, spun around and headed for the
stairs.

He caught her before she'd gone nore than three steps.

"Ch, no, you don't, woman. | canme honme to bed ny wfe,
and bed her |
will!"

She refused to turn and face him
"Why?" cane the nuf- | fled plea.
Tell me you | ove ne.

Tell me, damm your eyes, tell ne.

t Not even to hinself did Rogan want to admt that she
sounded tired
and baffled and trapped and truly nystifi ed.

He found, sonewhat to his dismay, that he hadn't the heart
to tell her

the real reason it suddenly seened so inportant to stake
his claimto

what was legally his property.

"Why? Why do you suppose, Prinrose? Maybe it's because
' ve spent too

much tinme wondering what your hair would | ook |ike
unbound, what it

woul d feel |ike sweeping across nmy naked body."
He t hought he heard her gasp, but she still refused to
face him

"Or maybe it was because once | had a taste of your |ips,
| found | was
hungry for nore. Maybe because | knew even that woul dn't



be enough. |
want to know what you | ook |ike when your eyes are dark
Wi t h passion,

when your cheeks are flushed with it. | want to know what
it feels

| i ke to have your |ong | egs wapped around ny- -

"Rogan! "
"Naked body."
"You nustn't talk that way! It's not it isn't seemy."

"You're ny wife," he rem nded her, draw ng her
| nper cepti bly cl oser.

“I"'myour husband. It's seemy. It's what narriage is
created for."

"But not ours!"”

"Yes, ours, ny little prickly pear," he whi spered agai nst
her neck, and
he swung her into his arnms and turned toward the bed.

"A man mght tell hinmself he's marryi ng because he needs a
housekeeper,

or a nother for his notherless children, or a nurse for an
agi ng

relative, but deep inside, he knows what he's doing. He
knows al |

al ong. "

Whi ch was about as fancy a way of saying absolutely
not hi ng as ever a
man had i nvented, Rogan congratul ated hinself.

Have her he woul d, but be dammed if he was going to put
hi mself in the
position of being owed, by her or any other woman.

A man woul d have to be crazy to let hinself get caught in
t hat ki nd of
trap.

Uw lling to open her eyes, Kathleen felt herself |owered



onto the
bed.

Her mind was in a whirl, her body quivering fromthe feel
of his
power ful arnms around her.

The cl ean, masculine scent of his body owed everything to
who and what

he was, and nothing at all to artifice, and she found it

i ncredi bly

I nt oxi cati ng.

"Now finish taking off your gown, sweetheart."
"My--1 forgot to bring nmy buttonhook upstairs.”

In the process of tugging off his boots, Rogan turned to
smle at
her .

"All right, turn around. | don't mnd playing |ady's
mai d, not when

there's such a sweet reward in store for ne."

The t hought of how many tines in the past he nust have
done just that

was surprisingly painful.

For all she knew, he m ght have said those very words to a
hundr ed
ot her wonen.

Beauti ful wonen.

Wnmen who knew exactly how to please a man so that he
woul d cone back
agai n and agai n.

Turning her away from him Rogan made short work of the
row of small
buttons down her back, his deftness only increasing her
suspi ci ons.



As for the suspicions thensel ves, they made her sad rather
t han

angry.

She woul d have gi ven anything she possessed at that nonent
to be so

| ovely, so skilled, that he woul d never again | ook at

anot her woman.

If only she'd |istened when Alice and her friends had
whi spered and
gi ggl ed over those w cked books Patrice had | ent them

If only she'd bothered to read a few.
if only she were beautiful.

"Rogan, I'mafraid I'mnot--" "Shh."
He placed a finger over her Iips.

Drawi ng her gown and the straps of her chem se over her
shoul ders, he
pl aced a kiss on the soft swell of her breasts.

Hs lips still pressed to her skin, he nmurmured, "Toni ght
is all that
matters, and that belongs to ne."

She'd wanted this, she rem nded herself.

She'd dreaned for ages that soneday he would cone to |ove
her, only now

that he had, now that it was going to happen, she wasn't
too sure she was

ready.

Was it possible to want sonething so desperately and be
afraid of it at
the sanme tine?

"Ah, CGod, you're so--" Rogan began, then broke off to
renmove her
stockings, rolling themslowy down her calf with the pal m



of his hands
and then circling her ankle wth his thunb and forefinger.

"I never imgined..."
You never inmagi ned what ?

Kat hl een wanted nore than anything to know, but was afraid
to ask.

Hurriedly pulling the quilt over her breasts, she begged
himto bl ow
out the lanp, but he refused.

"Let me look. You'll never know how many tinmes |'ve
pi ctured you this
way, ny little rose."

She had pictured him too, only she woul d have di ed rat her
than admt
it.

Al'l the sane, there was no way on earth she could have
prevent ed
hersel f from watching as he renoved all his clothing.

First the shirt, then the belt and boots, then the
t rousers.

Finally he stood before her in a suit of underwear that
didlittle to
di squi se the startling differences between their bodies.

And then that, too, was di sposed of, and before she could
gat her her

wi ts enough to | ook away, he was standi ng there naked,
just as bold as

you pl ease.

Dear heavens, the man was-Wre all nen nmade that way?

How on earth did they ever get their trousers on?

"Ch, ny nercy," she whispered, burying her face in the



bol st er.

A nmonent |ater she heard himlaugh softly, but even in her
state of
shock it seened that he'd sounded a bit perpl exed.

Al nost as if he'd been surprised that she was surprised.

Determ ned not to | et himknow how fearful she was,
Kat hl een forced

herself not to junp out of bed and flee when he lifted the
quilt and

clinbed in beside her.

More than once she'd heard her grandnother say that little
Kat hl een

m ght be plain, but she had the Stevens backbone, and when
it came to

enduring a wonan's lot in life, a backbone was better than
a dozen

pretty faces.

Rogan spoke her nane, and the Stevens backbone stiffened
even nore.

He canme up on his forearns and | eaned over her, and she
squi nched her
eyes up tight, hoping he mght think she was asl eep.

"Rogan, |'ve changed ny mnd. | believe |I'd rather sleep
downstairs on
the sofa, if it's all the sane to you."

Her voi ce sounded as thin as penny-a-yard nuslin.

But then, just as if she'd never spoken, he began to kiss
her .

He placed burning, noist little kisses on her |ips, her
eyes, the

sensitive place under her jaw, then her |ips again.

"Oh, ny," she whinpered hel pl essly.



He |ifted his head, angled it another way, and said, "Now
open your
nouth for ne, darling.”

And she di d.

In the softness of the big old sleigh bed under the
sl opi ng eaves, they
spoke little nore.

No words were needed by the tinme Rogan began to renove the
| ast of her
cl ot hes.

As he untied her petticoat and eased it off, then
unbut t oned t he wai st

of her white nmuslin drawers and drew t hem Over her hi ps,
she began to

trenbl e.

Then he | eaned over and buried his face in her belly, and
she t hought
she was going to burst into flanes.

Frantic with the nost urgent need, she followed him
wllingly as he |led

her down pat hways she had never dreaned of, taught her
t hi ngs about her

own body she'd never learned in all her eighteen years.

And t hings about his that made her feel w cked and wanton
and

wonder ful |y desirable.

"Rogan, what are you..."

"Shh, be patient, darling. |I know, | know, |'ve waited

| ong enough,

but half the pleasure's in the waiting."

He stroked her

breasts, suckled themuntil she was thrashing wildly, then
pai d equal



homage to every inch of her throbbing body.

She pleaded with himto nake it stop, make it go away, to
end this

awf ul hunger that was driving her frantic, but he only
smled, his face

strangely alien in the half light, all sharp angles and
hi gh col or and

glittering, feverish eyes.

Finally, when she was on the verge of unconsciousness, he
spread her
t hi ghs and knelt between them

When she tried to speak, tried to tell himhow she felt,
t he words got
all twi sted up, and she could only sob, "Please--please."

He ki ssed her then, a fierce kind of kiss that only added
fuel to the

flames that were consuni ng her
“"Never forget that you belong to ne,"
as he

| onered his body onto hers.

he whi spered harshly

She grasped his shoul ders, wanting to urge himon, wanting
t o assuage

this awful, aching hunger inside her, but he was sweating,
and her

hands sli pped off his shoul ders.

She felt sonething hard begin to probe her nost private
pl ace.

Instinctively, she tried to buck himoff, suddenly
terrified of what
was happening to her.

Wth a rough oath, Rogan slid his hands beneath her hi ps,
hol di ng her

in place, and drove hinself inside her.

She heard himgroan softly, swear, then he | owered his



head to her
shoul ders.

Kat hl een was beyond seei ng, beyond even wondering why he
shoul d have
done this awful thing to her.

He had hurt her!

In the nost intimte place possible, in the nost intinate
way
I magi nabl e, he had hurt her badly.

"Oh, no--God, | knew," he whispered roughly.

He was |ying atop her, the full weight of his body
pressi ng her down.

Sobbi ng, she shoved at himw th both hands, but he was
slippery and her
hands slid off.

She cursed, bew | dered, hurt and frightened, and he eased
hi s wei ght
onto his arns so that she could at |east breathe.

But she coul dn't escape.

She was still inpaled on that--that thing,t It had been
the thing that
had hurt her.

Per haps he'd broken it.
She hoped he had!

It would serve himright!
"Love, I...can't...stop,"
free

hersel f, he began to nove inside her.

he groaned, and before she could

Horrified, she waited for the pain to cone again.



but it didn't.

Di sconfort, but no real pain.

What was she supposed to do now?

How | ong was this busi ness supposed to | ast?
Until he grew tired?

Eyes shut, his face the mask of a stranger, Rogan noved
over her,

driving into her harder, deeper, faster, until something
warmand w |l d

began to uncoil in the pit of her belly.

"Pl ease, Rogan--stop!" she sobbed.
"l don't want to do this any nore!"

But he pounded on, then suddenly he shuddered and gasped,
col I apsing on
top of her for a second tine.

For a single nonent he lay there, his skin burning hers,
then he reared

up and stared down at her, a grimace of something akin to
pain on his

face.

She thought he nuttered an apol ogy, but before she could
sort out the

words, he had rolled over onto his side, taking her with
hi m

Naked, trenbling froma m xture of shock and fear, she
allowed himto

hol d her because she honestly didn't know what el se to do.
Was this it, then?

Was this to be her duty?

Awfe s role in her husband' s |ife?



"Kat hl een? Are you asl eep?”
She shook her head, unable to speak.

Hi s hand was stroking her back, his fingers tangling in
her hair.

"I can't tell you how sorry | am | shouldn't have hurt
you- -1 knew
better, but--" And then, breaking off, he swore again.

She ached in ways that she had never ached before, but
finally she

sl ept, unaware that he lay until the hour before dawn,
staring into the

darkness, calling hinmself every kind of a name for having
ever doubted

her .

For having hurt her.

For being a stupid, inarticulate, blundering fool!

He would start all over again, win her trust, and in tine,
per haps she

could forgive himfor ever doubting her.

God knows, he woul d never be able to forgive hinself.
When Kat hl een opened her eyes the next norning, Rogan was
st andi ng over

her .

Dressed in his usual black trousers and jersey, he m ght
have been a

stranger for all the warnth that showed in his face.

She eyed himwarily, clutching the covers under her chin.

He was wearing his cap, which nust nean he was | eavi ng her
agai n.

Was this to be her fate, then?



Fromtine to tinme he would cone home and.

do that thing to her, then go off and | eave her here
al one?

For a little while before she'd fallen asl eep, she'd dared
to hope that
maybe he was conming to | ove her

Surely he nmust like her alittle bit, at |east.
That was a begi nni ng.
In tinme, perhaps.

Seei ng her there, Rogan woul d have given all he possessed
to go back to
yesterday and w pe out what had happened.

But he coul dn't.

There was no way to turn back the clock, to undo what he
had done.

Al'l he could hope to do was to make it up to her.

He had woken in the middle of the night and stared at the
ceiling,
wonderi ng how he coul d have been such a fool.

How coul d he have ignored the words of a man he had known
and trusted
all his life?

How coul d he have all owed a woman of questionabl e
Integrity and even

nore questionable norals to poison his mnd against his
own wife?

Looki ng now at those clear gray eyes, he felt |ike the
| owest form of
life.



Because he had known.

Deep down, he had known all al ong that she was good, that
she was

I nnocent, that she was none of the things Patrice had

i nplied, but in

his rutting arrogance he'd destroyed all that.

He'd listened to others when he shoul d have |istened only
to his own

heart, and nowit was too |late to undo what he had done.

And God help him he knew that in one way he didn't want
to undo it.

It had been an experience unlike anything he had ever
known bef ore.

Deeper, richer, nore profound than a nere mating of two
bodi es.

How coul d he make her understand that, when he didn't
understand it

hi nsel f?

He didn't know how to begin.

He only knew that if it took the rest of his life, he
woul d make it up

to her.

Now, seeing the fear in her eyes, he warned hinself to go
slowy.

The first step was to win her trust.

If that took a lifetime, so be it.

It was the only way he knew to begin.

Clutching the brimof his hat in his sweating hand, he

said sternly,
"Kathleen, 1'd Iike you to know that you have ny respect."”



Ch, hell, that had sounded cold, uncaring, and that was
the | ast thing
he felt!

But he could hardly blurt out his true feelings, not
Wi t hout

frighteni ng her even nore.

He cl eared his throat.

“I uh, | give you ny word that you have nothing to fear
fromnme, ever
again."

And when no response was forthconm ng, he panicked.

"Dammit, you're my wife! | wasn't sure---at is to say, |
know you were

surprised. Uh...hurt, that is. On, the devil!

Least ways, you know

your proper place now," he said grinmy, and turned away.

Beyond words, Kathleen continued to stare at him

Not until he'd let hinself quietly out the front door did
she renenber

the shirt she had spent so nmany hours carefully stitching
for him

Not that if mattered now.

Not that anything could ever matter now.

Chapter Fifteen

Kat hl een knew her proper place.

| f she'd begun to hope that that place mght turn into
somet hi ng

consi derably nore rewardi ng than she'd expected, she'd had
her hopes

shattered beyond all redenption.

Rogan.



had married her so she would | ook after Hetty.

Evi dently, sonewhere along the way he'd renmenbered that
wi ves had ot her
duties, and sought to rem nd her of hers.

Well, she'd been rem nded.

Regar dl ess of what he'd prom sed her in the beginning,
regar dl ess of

how Josi ah had told her it would be, she had been foolish
enough to

dream

And in dream ng, she'd let herself fall victimto the
wor |l d' s ol dest
trap.

Oh, she was in love, all right, there was no denying that.
But she wasn't in |iKke.
Truly, she detested the man!

What's nore, if she kept on rem ndi ng herself how nuch she
det est ed
him sooner or later she would conme to believe it.

Al though to be quite fair, aside fromall that business
about honori ng

and cl eavi ng, which had neant nothing to either of them
she'd have to

admt that Rogan had kept his bargain to the letter.

She had a home, and a fine one, at that.

She had sonmeone who needed her, who depended on her, and
t hat was
| nportant.

So unl ess he changed his m nd and asked her to | eave, she
had t he
security every wonman needed in this world, as well as the



assurance
t hat he woul d never bother her again.

Standi ng at the back door, she scraped the | eftover eggs
into Rags's
bowl and lingered to stare blindly out at the rain.

She had everything a woman could ask for, didn't she?

She told herself it was enough, but in spite of everything
t hat had

happened, in spite of the way he'd |l ed her on and then
hurt her, |ater

tossing her the cold coin of his "respect” as if in
paynent, she was

shaned to admt that she still wanted nore.

Wel |, she thought, closing the door against the bl eak
w nter day, she'd
get over it.

One did, no matter how many tinmes it seenmed the world had
fallen
apart.

She was a sensi ble wonman, not sone silly child.

The Stevens backbone had w t hstood worse than this and
never | et her
down.

As if sensing Kathleen's distraction, Hetty began to act
up, demandi ng
constant attention.

It Was a blessing in a way, for at least it took
Kat hl een's m nd off
her own troubl es.

The first episode could have been an acci dent.
Anyone coul d drop a basket of eggs on the floor, then

spill coffee on
top of the ness.



Hetty's poor knotted fingers weren't as agile as they
coul d have been,

after all, But as tinme passed and certain things

di sappeared and still

ot hers were broken, Kathleen began to wonder.

Matters cane to a head | ate one afternoon when she noticed
t hat one of
Hetty's favorite hens seened to be afflicted with mtes.

Cl oser exam nation sent her hurrying to the shed to fetch
a fin of coa

oil and an old discarded dish towel, which she tore into
strips just

out si de t he henhouse door.

Selecting a long strip with which to bind the poor
creature's swol | en
| eg, she saturated it with oil.

Then, leaving the tin and the rest of the rags outside,
she ducked

I nsi de the henhouse, wi shing she'd noticed it earlier in
t he day.

It got dark so early this tinme of year, there was scarce
ti me enough to
do all that needed doi ng.

Taking only a nonent for her eyes to adjust, she picked
her way to the

far corner, w shing she'd thought to bring a | antern,

al though oily

rags and lighted | anterns were not the w sest conbi nati on.

She'd just have to hurry, that was all
The roost was at the far end fromthe door, and Kathl een
didn't relish

dealing with the ill-tenpered dom ni que.

Carefully, she picked her way over the rough plank floor,
wri nkl i ng her



nose at the rank odor.

She made a nental note to add raking out the henhouse to
her long |i st
of chores.

Lately, Hetty seened to forget nore often than she
r emenber ed.

By the tinme she'd captured the poor creature and poulticed
her

affliction, both Kathleen and the hen were thoroughly out
of sorts.

Kat hl een was al so filthy and bl eedi ng where the stupid old
bi rd had
f ought her.

Then, in the mdst of the ruckus, wth feathers flying and
chi ckens

squawki ng and fl oppi ng about on the roost, what little

| i ght that cane

t hrough the door was suddenly shut off.

"Oh, drat! O all tinmes for the door to blow shut. Hush
up, you silly
birds, or I'"'mgoing to wing every neck in the henhouse!"

Carefully holding her skirts up with one hand, she felt
her way past

t he nest boxes, praying her feet wouldn't slip out from
under her.

“Smel ly, brainless, silly----ouch!"

Now she'd caught a splinter!

Beginning to feel extrenely martyred, she paused to get
her beari ngs,

and it was then that she snelled the snoke.

Smoke?

She sniffed again to be sure, but even in the fetid



at nosphere of the
henhouse, there was no m staking that odor.

OCh, ny nercy, hadn't she warned Hetty not to add any wood
to the
fire?

The poor old thing seened to think biscuits wouldn't brown
unl ess the
whol e stove was cherry red.

It was a wonder she hadn't long since nelted the
st ovepi pe!

Cautiously, Kathleen hurried as fast as she dared toward
t he door, her

nose twitching at the acrid m xture of chicken offal and
snoke.

It smelled al nost |ike.
Bur ni ng rags?

Coal oil?

Dear Lord, it was!

And what's nore, it seened to be seeping up through the
floor, which

was a good five feet off the ground to keep from being
fl ooded every

time the tide canme up in the Green Pond.

But surely there was not hing under there to burn.

The chickens had | ong since scratched up the |ast stal k of
dried
gr ass.

And even if a spark fromthe chi mmey happened to bl ow al
the way from

t he house and catch fire, it would snell of feathers and
manur e, not

old rags and coal oil.



Rel i ef poured over her as she reached the door, its shape
i 1lum nat ed
by a rimof light fromthe |ate afternoon sky.

Coughing and trying not to breathe, she pushed.
And pushed agai n.

"Drat! Danmit.t'' The thing was stuck! The bar nust have
tunbled into
the slot when it had bl own shut.

Wiile the snell of snoke grew stronger until her eyes were
bur ni ng and

her throat was raw from coughi ng, Kathleen alternately
rattl ed and

pounded on the door, calling out for Hetty--for Anpbs for
anyone to | et

her out.

It was Marthenia WIlis's old yell ow dog she had to thank
for her
rel ease in the end.

The hound set to barking until Anpbs heard her all the way
over at his
house, and cane to investigate.

"Lord | ove ye, young' un, how d ye cone to be in such a
fix?"

It was several m nutes before she could answer him

Busy filling her lungs with good air and scraping off her
shoes as best
she could with a stick, she nerely shook her head.

"I haven't the least idea," she said finally.

By the tine Hetty had conme to join them Anpbs had gone
under the

henhouse, where a fewrags and twigs still snoldered, and
dunped a pai



of sand over the coals.
He grunted as he rejoined the two wonen.
Hetty stood by silently, |ooking fromone to the other.

"Downright peculiar, if ye ask ne," he grunbl ed, dusting
off his

hands.

;5 "l left atin of oil and sone rags outside while | went
into

poultice one of the hens. | reckon the wnd that blewthe
door shut

bl ew t he rags under the henhouse, and they just sort of
she shrugged,

| ooking fromHetty to Anbs "--caught up,"” she finished,
when no hel p

was forthcomng fromeither quarter

"I probably | eaked sone oil on them | don't renenber.
|*ve heard of

oily rags just bursting into flanes |ike that, haven't
you?"

"Not out in the open, |'ve not," said Anops.

Hetty spoke up then.

"Snmoke' |l get rid of mtes quicker'n anything.

|"da told you if you'd asked ne.

Sonme fol ks don't ask a body nothing, they just nove in and
t ake over

and next thing you know, the old folks is out in the cold.

At that blunt pronouncenent, both Anbs and Kat hl een turned
to stare.

It was nearly dark, for it was early Decenber, and quite
cold, even
with the wind out of the southeast.



"add worman, you got a short nenory and a w cked tongue, "
Anos
decl ar ed.

Hetty cackl ed, and the sound brought chill bunps to
Kat hl een' s al ready
chilled body.

"Just you wait, Anbs McNair, just you wait! One o' these
days that boy

o' you're'll bring home one o' his fancy pieces, and then
we'll see

who's got a w cked tongue!"”

Over the next few days, Kathleen and Hetty sidled around
one anot her
| i ke two strange dogs fenced into the sane yard.

Gone was the confortable rapport that had sprung up
bet ween t hem

More than once Kathl een heard the old wonan nuttering
somet hi ng about
"fancy pieces,"
have found

out what happened that |ast tinme Rogan had cone hone.

and she finally concluded that Hetty nust

Al t hough how that could be, she didn't know, for he'd cone
honme after
Hetty had gone to bed and |left again before she'd got up.

Kat hl een didn't know whether to be anused or irritated.
Did a wife qualify as a fancy piece if she nade |ove with
her

husband?

Not that | ove had been invol ved.

Leastw se, not on Rogan's part.

She' d been around that rutting old rooster of Hetty's |ong

enough to
know t he di fference between |ust and | ove.



He nmounted his hens every chance he got.

In between tines, he chased themaway fromthe trough and
attacked them
If they dared utter a squawk of conpl aint.

As Decenber waxed, the tension between the two wonmen
seened to fade,
until Kathleen wondered if perhaps she'd imgined it.

O her than taking great care not to step on Hetty's toes
agai n, she
sensi bly decided to forget the whole thing.

Having to tiptoe constantly around the old wonman's pride
took tine,

often stretching Kathleen's patience to the limts, but
for the sake of

peace, it was worth it.

Then, suddenly, Christnas was only two weeks off.

Just as Kat hl een had been begi nning to get over m ssing
the children so

much it hurt, the Styron children from across the road
came gat heri ng

red- berried yaupon for decorations, their |aughing,

t easi ng voi ces

ringing out clearly in the cold air, and she was rem nded
all over

again of what an enpty holiday this would be, with no one
of her own.

Ch, she'd made new friends, of course.

And she had Hetty, who, although she was hardly a child,
was remar kably
childlike in sonme ways.

In spite of everything, Kathleen had grown exceedingly
fond of the old
woman.



She t hought about Rogan whenever she was too tired to keep
up her

guard, It was pointless, and she despi sed herself for
bei ng so weak,

but she couldn't help but wonder where he was, and if he
ever thought

about her.

"He's probably all the way up in Baltinore," she nuttered
sharply as
she chopped dried apples for cake.

"Probably cel ebrating the season with a different pretty
woman every
ni ght!"

O, even worse, the sane one.
VWell, et himcel ebrate.

Sel fish or not, Kathleen was glad he wasn't likely to cone
barging in
and spoil her holiday.

She'd planned a nice roasted goose for Hetty and Anos and
herself, with
rut abagas and oni ons snothered in gravy.

She'd made a fig pudding with nuts and currants, and every
day she

drizzled rumover it and wapped it back in its nuslin
sack.

Let himcelebrate in sone big fancy city with a dozen
fancy wonen, what

did she care?

He' d probably give themall a yellow bonnet, too.

No doubt he bought the things froma jobber for all his
fancy wonen

friends!

She'd tried on her own.



bonnet at |east a hundred tines since he'd brought it to
her, but never
wher e anyone coul d see her.

Soneti mes she would stand for ages in front of the snall
mrror in her

bedchanber, tilting her head this way and that and trying
to see sone

sign that clothes nmade the nan.

O in this case, hats made t he wonan.
It was no good.

The same old face stared back at her, and no anpunt of
sill flowers

could ever turn it into the kind of face that Rogan coul d
| ove.

One evening sone five days before Christmas, Hetty canme to
t he supper
table all gussied up in her new yellow sill gown.

It was the first tinme she'd put it on since Kathleen had
fitted it on

her .

(ddly touched, Kathleen felt tears threaten and forced
t hem back.

"You | ook lovely, Hetty. | w sh Rogan could see how fine
you | ook. "

Hetty gave her a sly look that defied interpretation.
But then, Kathleen had |ong since given up trying to
understand the ol d

wonman' s noods.

"Reckon this is one frock that won't get sewed under
covers."

Kat hl een didn't even attenpt to figure that one out.



"Your hair | ooks so pretty. |I'd give anything if m ne
woul d curl that
way. "

Hetty's hair had grown out to a respectable two inches by
now, and

curled around her winkled old face like a soft white

hal o.

"Shave it off. Mght conme back Iike mne did. M ne
weren't al ways
like this, y' know Used to be brown."

H ding her smle, Kathleen filled two plates and set them
on the
tabl e.

She poured coffee in two blue wlloware cups and added
sugar to one
and the thin mlk produced by George Styron's cow.

Taki ng her seat, she bowed her head and nurnured a word of
t hanks.

Hetty added her anen.
"You bake nme a cake today, girl?"

"Did I? Wy, no. Wt still have sone of that persinmon
puddi ng | eft,

remenber? |I''m pl anni ng on baki ng an appl e cake, and
there'Il be fig

puddi ng for Christnmas."

"Pshawt | told you | wanted a Lady Baltinore cake for ny
bi rt hday. |
al ways have a Lady Baltinore cake, you know that."

Kat hl een felt as if she'd stepped off a fast train wthout
wai ting for

it to sl ow down.

"This is your birthday? Hetty, why didn't you tell ne?"



Ch, ny nercy, she had really cooked her goose this tine!

Just when she thought she m ght have redeened hersel f for
bei ng her
husband's "fancy piece," she'd gone and bl undered agai n!

And this tine, it was no small bl under.
"Hetty, | thought your birthday was next week."

The truth was, she hadn't thought about birthdays at all,
her own
havi ng passed unheral ded nore than three nonths before.

Forgive nme for lying, Lord, I'lIl nake it up to you, but
don't let her
think I clean forgot.

She'll be so hurt.

t Her | apse evidently tolerated, if not entirely forgiven,
Kat hl een set

about planning a hasty birthday party, inviting Anbs and
all the

nei ghbors as far north as the church.

A few | ooked at her as if they thought she was daft, and a
few outright
ref used.

She didn't need Anps to explain that Hetty had alienated
them all at
one tinme or another.

She was fast coming to realize that in accepting Rogan's
bargai n, she'd
been handed a devilish hard task.

"All right, so that's Ed and Jani e Burros, Marthenia, Mary
and Cal eb

Stowe, Chrissy Jane and Bunyan, and the Ballance girls
from down the

road, and what about the Austins, up by the church?"



“I''l'l stop by on ny way up the road. You need anything
fromthe
store?"

Anps asked.

"M. A J. had everything | needed for Hetty's cake. |
just wish she'd

asked for an apple cake instead of a Lady Baltinore.
Last time it

was a coconut cake.

She sprung it on Marthenia on Ash Wednesday, and it
a-blowing up a
gal e.

Had 'er a birthday party, though.

Hetty's right partial to birthday parties.
Sone years, she has two or three.

Sone years, she clean forgets.

"But isn't this her birthday? | thought. she said---"
"Doubt if she

even renenbers any nore. A body don't need a party to
know t he years

Is piling up. Hetty, she just has herself a birthday

whenever the

spell comes on her.™

So Kat hl een had sent invitations by word of nouth and
pol i shed up the

house, which was al ready decorated wth cedar and yanpon
for

Chri st mas.

Hetty had her birthday party, and wore her yell ow gown.
As delighted as a child, she pounced on her gifts, several

of whi ch
Kat hl een recogni zed as having cone from Rogan's house in



the first
pl ace.

A silver spoon that matched the rest of his nother's
silver and a

footed green sugar bow she could have sworn she
remenber ed seeing the

first week she'd cone to live there, Al pronounced the
bi rt hday cake a

huge success, which hel ped make up for the fact that
Kat hl een had spent

the entire day working on it.

She'd spent the | ast of Rogan's noney on three yards of
bright red
calico, after visiting all three stores.

But it was Anpbs who brought the best surprise of all to
the party.

Cal | um had cone honme for the holidays, arriving on the
packet only
hours bef ore.

The two McNairs lingered after the other guests had gone
home, and

whi | e Kat hl een washed the di shes and Hetty dozed in her
chair, all her

gifts piled in her lap, Callumtold Kathleen and his
father where he'd

been and what he'd been doing since |ast he'd seen them

A hi ghly expurgated version, Kathleen suspected.
What an endeari ng scanp hewas!

And how strange that she, who had never before had a

si ngl e beau,

should end up with the two handsonest nmen in creation, one
for a

husband and one for a best friend.

"Callum that's got to be illegal,"” she exclained in

response to a tale



I nvolving a Georgia gold mne, a Louisiana senator and a
fl oati ng bawdy
house.

"Why, no, dear heart |eastw se, not every single count in
every state

In the Union, which is one of the great advantages of
owni ng one's own

ship, even if she is only a stern-wheeler plowi ng up the
mud in the

M ssissippi River. W can't all be blue-water captains

| i ke your

wor t hy husband.

VWhi ch remi nds ne, |ove, when's he due in?"

Kat hl een rinsed the | ast teacup and reached for the drying
t owel .

It would never have occurred to her to' ask a man's hel p,
any nore than
it would have occurred to one of themto offer.

"He's not," she said flatly as she comenced to dry the
nmount ai nous
heap of clean dishes.

"Ch, he'll be here. The Rogue never m sses a Chri stnas
honme, not since
his pa died."

I n other words he wouldn't dream of |eaving Hetty here

al one over the

hol i days, Kat hl een thought as she dried and stacked, dried
and

st acked.

But then, Hetty was no | onger al one.
Wasn't that why he'd taken hinself a wife?
"Kat hy?" calium spoke softly, as both el ders were dozing

in their
chairs.



"Cat got your tongue?
"Did you ask nme a question?”
"l asked when you were expecting Rogan in."
"And | said |I'mnot. Do you want nore coffee?"
"No, | don't want nore coffee. Wat's the matter, |ove,
does your
belly hurt? Are you having your nonthlies?"
She gawked at him horrified.
“Cal l um How dare you!"
He chuckl ed.
"I heard you were prissy. | didn't believe it. First
time | saw you
you had your skirts up around your knees, and | said to
nysel f, any
woman with legs like that has got to be wild and
beauti ful .
Turned out | was right.
Kat hl een was beyond bl ushi ng.
She'd quickly learned that with Callum neither anger nor
I ndi gnati on
made a dent.
He was sinply one of those charm ng rascals who said
preci sely what he
felt |like saying, and the devil take the ashes.
More often than not, he got away with it.
The last tinme he'd been there, she'd found herself telling
hi m t hi ngs

she'd never told another living soul, things she'd never
even told her



own Si ster.

But then, Callumwas a better |istener than A ice had ever
been.

"You're not worried about him are you? If he'd run into
troubl e,

you' d have heard. There's shi ps passing here every day,
and not a one

of "em but what wouldn't get word to a man's famly in
case of

trouble.”

"I mnot worried," she said, her jaw cl enched as she
scrubbed at the
pattern in the bottomof a teacup with the towel.

"I'f you want to know the truth, | haven't given the man a
t hought since
the last tinmne | laid eyes on him"

Leani ng back in his chair, Callumgrinned lazily.

"Yes'm"

"You don't believe ne?"

Thunbs hooked in the arnmholes of his satin brocade vest,
Cal | um

chuckl ed outright.

"Yes'm | guess you're right. | don't believe you."
Kat hl een sputtered and broke into |aughter.

"All right, so | mght've thought about himonce or tw ce.
After all,

["mIliving under his roof, beholden to himfor everything
Il own."

"Everything but your pride," Callumsaid softly, causing

the smle on
Kat hl een's face to evaporate.



Eyes wi de and hauntingly sad, she stared at him

"Can you see right into a body's head? | keep telling
nysel f that |

still have ny pride, but I don't know Lately, |I'm not
even sure | can

count on that any nore."

"Does he know how you feel ?"
Looki ng away, Kathl een hunched her shoul ders.
"Mercy, | hope not!"

"That's pride talking. Try honesty, you'll get quicker
results.”

"All right, I lTove him There. I've said it. Now do |
get to live
happily ever after?"

"Say it to him not to ne, |ove."
Kat hl een si ghed.

Funny how little an endearnent from Cal -himneant to her,
and how much
one neant com ng from Rogan.

Fromthe chair closest to the stove cane a | ong, broken
snore.

Anmbs had had a tot nore than his share of rumtonight, but
he' d seened
to enjoy it.

Hetty shifted in her chair, munbling sonething in her
sl eep, and Cal | um

noved quickly in time to rescue the pile of treasures
before it slid

of f her I ap.

"We'd better get these two to bed. Want ne to help you
with the



birthday girl?"

Kat hl een bent over and ki ssed the halo of white curls.

“"No, | can nmanage. Settle Anbs on the sofa with a quilt
and a pillow,

If you'd Ilike."

"Thanks, but he'll be better off in his own bed. | can

sl eepwal k him
home. Wn't be the first tine |'ve done it for him nor
himfor ne."

He | ooked as if he wanted to say nore, but all he said
was, |'ll see
you tonorrow.

As Christmas day drew near, Kathleen tried not to |et
hersel f hope, but

she couldn't help glancing out the wi ndow a dozen tines a
day, or

standi ng on the front porch, wapped in the bl ack wool en
shawl Rogan

had gi ven her and | ooki ng down al ong the w nding road that
led to the

whar ves.

If he canme, it would be along that road.

Fromthe fork up by Honer Sty ron' s, along the shoreside
to the

turnoff, past M. A

J.

's store, past Smith's house, past Ceorge Styron's.

O course, he wouldn't cone.

She knew t hat.

And even if he did, it would be only for Hetty's sake.

He woul dn't want to di sappoint Hetty.



But of course, he wouldn't cone.

Cal | um t ook upon hinself the task of cheering her up,
al t hough Kat hl een
coul d have sworn she'd nanaged to hi de her despondency.

It wasn't just a matter of m ssing Beaufort, mssing Alice
and the
twns .

and Cal eb and baby Margaret.

Her parents had died three weeks before Christnas.

Her grandnother had died two days after.

Decenber held sad nenories for her

Rogan had nothing to do wth her dragging spirits.

She pl ayed poker, practiced her cheating and still | ost.
She | aughed, but the shadows still lingered in her eyes.

It took Anbs's wetched fiddling and Callum s attenpts to
teach her to

waltz to nmake her |augh until the tears ran down her
cheeks.

Earlier, they had dined on boiled drunfish with potatoes
and cracklings

and oni ons, which all pronounced the best they'd ever

t ast ed.

Leaving the dishes on the table, Callum had |ured them
into the sitting
roomand rolled up the rugs.

"Tune up first, Paw.

And then in an undertone to Kathleen, "Not that you can
tell nuch
di fference."



They waited until Anmpbs got warned up, and while Hetty sat

i n her

rocker, clapping her hands and tapping her feet, Callum

| ed Kat hl een

into a courtly waltz to the unlikely strains of "Turkey in
t he

Straw. "

Before they'd circled the roomthe second tinme, she was
| aughi ng

hel pl essly, conpletely oblivious to the longing in
Callum s eyes as

t hey noved over her flushed face.

"I warned you," she gasped, |eaning her head against his
chest so that
she coul d watch her feet.

"The only dancing |'ve ever done is wal king the floor and
jiggling
Alice's babies when they had the colic.™

"I hope you appreciate the difference,"” Callumsaid with a
w cked grin,

no hint of anything other than anmusenent on his handsone
face.

"You don't see a napkin tossed over ny shoul der, do you?"

He | ooked properly horrified, and then, |aughing, caught
her to him and
spun her around until her feet left the floor.

Whi ch was just as well, as they were hopel essly tangl ed by
that tine.

As Anps sawed relentlessly on the ancient fiddle, Kathleen
and Cal | um

danced and | aughed, while Hetty cl apped, tapped and sipped
her rum

t oddy.

Wiy can't | love him?



He's all the things any woman with a gJ'ain of sense would
want in a
man.

But he wasn't Rogan.

Hetty's noss rose dishes were rattling in the old pine
chi na cabi net,

and Kat hl een was ready to plead for nmercy when she
happened to gl ance

across the room

Afterward she knew she nust have sensed sonet hi ng wong.

"I do believe she's fallen asleep,” she whispered,
slippi ng out of
Callums arns to go to Hetty.

Amos | owered his bow.

She thought he m ght have said sonething but by then she
was truly
al ar med.

"Hetty? Hetty, wake up. Callum do sonething! She's
not - - she doesn't
seemto be breathing right."

Cal | um knel t besi de the rocking chair and renoved
Kat hl een' s hands from
the old woman's shoul ders.

He placed two fingers on her wist, and then at the side
of her

t hr oat .

Finally he lifted one of her winkled old eyelids.
"She's not breathing at all. I'"'mafraid Hetty slipped
away while we

wer e danci ng, Kathy. She won't be back."

Chapter Sixteen



Christmas was a day of nourning.

On the following day, it took nore than an hour for the
church bell to

toll out Hetty's due, one peal for each year of her life,
or as nearly

as anyone coul d guess.

The church was nore than a mle to the northeast, and what
w nd there

was bl ew out of the west, yet the sound carried clearly,
each lingering

note a rem nder.

Henrietta Beshears Rawson was laid to rest in her yell ow
sil k gown and

a rusty black | ace shawl and thin gold bangl e Kathl een had
f ound anong

her things when she'd gone | ooking for an unnended pair of
st ocki ngs.

Kneel i ng beside the old pine chest in the cluttered back
chamber,

Kat hl een had ached for the young wonan Hetty once nust
have been, a

woman who had married a mari ner and cone to this bleak,
barren i sl and

with a black |ace shawl, a gold trinket and a heart fiffi
of hope.

O was the ache in her heart for another mariner's bride?

The wonen of the nei ghborhood had conme to help with the
| ayi ng out,
bringing food to the house of nourning.

Kat hl een, dressed in her best black taffeta and the bonnet
Rogan hat ed

so much, watched as six nen, all of whom she knew, if only
by nane,

wal ked beside the cart that carried the plain cypress box

to a nearby

knol | overl ooki ng anot her of the countless ponds that



dotted the
mar sh.

For the hundredth tinme she wondered how she coul d have
allowed it to

happen.

O how she m ght have prevented it.

"My, she did look fine, didn't she?"

mur nured Chrissy Jane Stowe.

"All dressed up in that yellow silk frock |ike she was
going to a play

party."

Kat hl een t hought of the beautiful yellow hat Rogan had
gi ven her.

She wi shed she'd had the nerve to wear it.

She had a feeling Hetty woul d have appreciated it.

"l still can't believe it. She's never been sick a day
since |'ve been
here."

They trudged along the rotted road, high-button shoes and
fl at-heel ed

boots alike digging into the sand as they foll owed the
smal |

congregation to the burial site.

A bal d eagl e that had been hunting al ong the shoreside
glided silently

overhead, casting a fast-noving shadow over marsh and
funeral party

al i ke.
"I reckon Rogan, he'll be sonme broke up," said H zer
Sty-ron

She' d brought over a boiled ham and taken the bed |inens



honme wth her
t o wash.

"Have you sent for himyet?"

Her sister-in-law, Achsah, who |lived across the creek,

sai d, "Dosher

set out directly the word cone yesterday. Said he hears
tell the Wtch

was headed down from Norfolks. If she come through the
big ditch,

he'll likely catch up toer in Elizabeth Gty."

Kat hl een knew that the big ditch referred to the Di snal
Swanp Canal ,

whi ch nmeant he wasn't so very far away, after all "If the
wi nd hol ds

fair, they could be here by norning."

"I"d sooner wait than sail that sound after dark. Them
shoal s can nake

up in a mnute, and before you knowit, you're hard
aground where

yesterday there weren't nothing but channel.”

"I declare that yellow silk | ooked sone pretty agai nst
t hat green
and brown quilt we lined her coffin with. Mnded ne of a
di tch bank
full o daisies.”

The soft murnmur of the wonen's words becane a background
to Kathl een's

t houghts as she stood silently beside the grave the nen
had dug | ate on

Chri st mas day.

This norning, water had stood sone two feet deep init,
and Cal | um had
shovel ed sone of the sand back in.

The water would rise again.

No one pretended it wouldn't, but Kathleen couldn't have



stood to | ay
Hetty to rest in a wet grave.

Rogan, |'m so sorry.

| should never have |let nyself get carried away, but Anps
was fiddling
so hard, and Hetty was | aughi ng and cl appi ng, too.

And then | | ooked around, and it was too | ate.

A deep bass voice ranbled in the cold, clear late
af t er noon.

There was an occasi onal nmuttered anen, and she coul d hear
several of
t he wonmen sobbing quietly beside her.

As the sounds ran together in her m nd, Kathleen wondered
how she coul d
ever face Rogan agai n.

If only she'd been

wat chi ng instead of frolicking around with Callum she
m ght have
prevented it.

It wasn't as if Rogan had asked so awfully nmuch of her.

He had never demanded that she be a perfect housekeeper,
al t hough she
did try.

He had never once suggested that she m ght give hima son
to inherit
hi s shi ps.

al t hough God knows, she woul d have given hima baker' s
dozen if only

he'd want ed her to!

Certainly he had never asked her to | ove him



That had been her own idea, and now that she'd started,
she coul dn't
seemto stop

He' d asked only the one thing of her, and she'd let him
down.

Wil e she'd been prancing around wi thout a care in the
worl d, his
bel oved Hetty had up and di ed.

Suddenl y, Kathleen cane to her senses and realized that
everyone was
| ooki ng a her.

"Earth to earth, child,"” Ampbs instructed softly, and
havi ng been

through the ritual nore tinmes than she cared to recall

she bent and

pi cked up a handful of danp sand and scattered it over the
cypress

box.

Chrissy Jane began to wail.

Achsah said, "Onh, Lordy, Lordy, she was a trial, but 1'lI
sorely mss

her," and she sobbed, too.

Nunbl y, Kathleen allowed her armto be taken by Anps.
Her eyes were dry.

She was utterly heartl ess.

No wonder Rogan coul dn't |ove her.

She didn't deserve to be |oved.

Here Hetty had been laid to her final rest, and to her
everl asti ng

shame, all she could think of was how it would affect her
own life.



What to do first, pray for Rogan's forgiveness?
O drag out her trunk and start packi ng?
Five days later, there'd been no word from Rogan.

Dosher had returned the day after the burial with the news
that the
Ar duous had.

i mped into Newport News after |osing a deck cargo and
part of a nast
In a stormat sea, and Rogan had turned back to neet her.

"I sent word by Torn Scarborough, aboard the Relentless,"”
Dosher told
her .

"She's running regular up through the ditch hauling for
Mbses

Patterson, and Torn said he'd pass the nessage when he
conme abreast the

Wtch, so | reckon Rogan's heard by now. "

Kat hl een had all but forgotten that aside fromthe Wite
Wtch, Rogan

al so owned the snmall steam packet, Relentless, and a part
interest in

t he four-masted schooner Arduous.

Whi ch neant that aside frombeing a strikingly handsone
man who, from

all reports, had always had a great follow ng anong the

| adi es, he was

al so a successful and probably even a weal t hy busi nessnan.

| f she'd been depressed before, she was cast into the very
dept hs at
t hat thought.

Why coul dn't he have been an ordi nary man?

Then she m ght have stood a chance.



Not that she woul d have expected himto | ove her.
There was nothing particularly | ovabl e about her.
Not hing at all special.

Certainly nothing that would conpete with all the
beauti ful wonmen he

was bound to know in every port between Beaufort and
Bal ti nore.

No wonder they all wanted him
Who woul dn' t ?

If Katlfieen |longed for his com ng, she dreaded it even
nor e.

Considering the way they'd parted, it would have been hard
enough to
face himagain without this.

It was beginning to look as if he didn't plan to cone hone
at all, but
she knew that sooner or |ater he would have to.

Wandering into her room she took down her hatbox and
lifted her
preci ous yell ow sil k bonnet fromthe tissue.

Settling it on her head, she stared at herself in the
mrror.

"Curse the wetched man," she nuttered, w shing she could
bri ng hersel f
to forget him

The tip of her nose turned red.

Her chi n wobbl ed.

"Oh, ny nmercy, if you're not the sorriest spectacle | ever
.saw," she
muttered, draggi ng her sleeve ruthlessly across her wet



cheeks.

Not that she was crying.
She never cri ed.

It was totally inpracti cal

Calling on the determ nation that had got her through the
ordeal of

| osing both her parents, being torn apart from her sister
and taken to

live with a grandnother who didn't want her and all that
had fol | owed

her grandnother's lingering illness and death, Kathleen
made up her

mnd to get on with her life.

The very next norning she set about returning dishes to
all the

nei ghbors who had brought food, a task that took al nbst an
entire day

by the tinme she'd wal ked all the way up the road past
Honmer and

Hi zer's house near Wndm || Point, to the Austins', way up
past the

Sand Hills, then back al ong the shoreside.

She thanked themall kindly, refused invitations to cone
set a spell,

to stay for supper, to cone sleep in the trundie if the
t hought of

staying in an enpty house bot hered her.

There were invitations from people she'd barely swapped a
dozen words

with before Hetty's death, but Kathleen had |ived anong

t hese qui et,

sel f-sufficient bankers | ong enough to know t hat she woul d
never be

left in need.

There would be fish and wi | df oW hangi ng outsi de her
kit chen door once



or twce a week.

Wod woul d mracul ously chop itself and |ie down in neat
order out by
the shed after a hard cold spell

Anmos woul d keep an eye on her, and what he couldn't do
personally, he'd
see that someone el se did.

The bankers were used to wonen being | eft al one.
It was a way of life anong nmariners' w ves.

They all asked about Rogan, and Kathl een, her smle frozen
i n place,

replied that he would probably be com ng hone to pay his

| ast respects

once he settled the business with the Arduous.

It was better than telling themthat with Hetty dead and
buri ed, he had

no reason to conme hone at all.

"Lawsy, | know how t hat goes,"
standi ng on her

front porch with her apron extended to cover her swollen
bel 1y.

decl ared one wonan,

"Four cent out of ever' nickel Robert makes goes into that
bl essed boat

of his. He cones hone just |ong enough to eat and to--"

To Kat hl een's

amazenent, her weathered face flushed.

"Long enough to eat, and that's all. | swear, if that
boat o' his
coul d cook, he'd ha' married her!"

Laughing for the first tine in a week, Kathleen turned
toward hone.

She had | earned fromtal king to another woman who was in
the famly



way, and whose husband sailed on the Wite Wtch, that
Rogan pai d out
an extra share whenever one of his crew had a baby.

"Qis 'n" me, we got five, not countin' the one on the
way. If Cap'n

Rogan weren't so good to us, Qis could probably buy into
a boat of his

own with what he's given us above Otis's pay."

Rogan.

Wher ever she went, she heard his prai ses sUng.
He was a credit to his raising.

He was generous to a fault.

It was a hard |life for any man, but those that didn't
break were the
better for it.

When so nuch tine had passed with still no word, Callum
had set out
across the souUnd to track hi m down.

In a way, Kathleen m ssed himal nost as nuch as she did
Rogan.

I n another way, it was a relief to have hi m gone.

He and Anpbs had practically adopted her, dropping in at
all hours of

the day on the flinmsiest of excuses to be sure she wasn't
nopi ng.

Kat hl een had scoffed at the i dea.

She m ght be stricken with guilt now and t hen,
particularly when Call um

provoked a smle against her will, but she was far too
practical to

nope.



To prove it, she tackled the stacks of boxes and bundl es
In Hetty's

roomthat the poor old dear had never allowed her even to
dust .

The room ng house was far from | uxurious, but it was one
of the cl eaner
establi shnents on the waterfront.

Besi des, it was conveni ent.

Sending Dick to finish the run in the Wite Wtch, Rogan
had taken a

roomthere when it had becone apparent that he woul d have
to neet.

Wi th various clains adjusters and brokers, since the other
owners of

the Arduous were in Seattle discussing a deal with a

| oggi ng outfit.

It was there that Callumfinally tracked hi m down.
"I"'msorry as hell to have to bring you the news, Rogue.
W sent word

right off, but we had no way of know ng you'd sent Dick on
with the

Wtch and stopped off here.”

| f Rogan had suffered a blow, he'd covered it well.

But then, thought Callum he'd always been one to play his
cards cl ose

to his vest, even when he was anong friends.

"I reckon you'll be wanting to get on hone to your w fe?"
He waited for a reaction, and when none was forthcom ng,
he

conti nued.

"We can probably connect with the nmail boat if we hurry.”

"' mnmeeting wth a man fromLloyd's at four this



afternoon. | stil

have to make arrangenents for the crew, or we'll not have
a hand | eft

by the tine we get ready to sail again.”

Rogan ceased his pacing and stood at the w ndow
over |l ooki ng the
har bor .

He' d been shocked, yet not surprised.

Saddened, yet already he was beginning to accept the |oss.
Hetty, bless her, had changed so over the past few years
t hat she bore

little resenbl ance to the wonan who had dragged hi mup by
t he scruff of

t he neck and managed to turn a wild young hellion into a
fairly

respectable citizen.

It hurt like hell to | ose her.

But then, he'd been |osing her for years.

It m ght have hurt even nore to watch her change beyond
al |

recognition.

Soon she woul d have been unable to take care of her

per sonal needs,

behol den to strangers.

No, not to strangers.

To Kat hl een.

"How s ny wife bearing up?"

"Uh, that's sonething |'ve been wanting to speak to you
about. Now

don't want you to take this the wong way, Rogue."

Cal | um snoot hed a hand down the revers of his pearl-gray



wor st ed
coat .

He was tenpted to back out, but dammt she was hurti ng!

And if he couldn't have her for hinself, at | east he could
do this much
for her.

Clearing his throat, he said, "The thing is, Rogan, |

t hought maybe now

that--ah, that is, now that you and Kathy--" Wth a sudden
rel ease of

pent -up energy, Rogan spun around and glared at his
friend.

“"Now that Kathy and | what?

Exactly what the devil are you driving at, Cal?

Here we go, | adies and gentl enen, place your bets.t
| x) ok, you know
how it's always been with us, RQgue.

In the past, that is.

| nmean, not with Kathy--that's different.
" He ran a finger along the stiff edge of his collar,
wonderi ng why the

hell he hadn't just witten a letter telling Rogan that
his step not her

had passed away, and that, by the way, if he didn't need
his wi fe any

| onger, could Callum have her? It would have served the
same pur pose,

and he coul d have renai ned safely out of the direct |ine
of fire.

Sensing an om nous quietness in the room he sorted

t hrough his options

and said cautiously, " Well, the thing is, Kathy's all
al one now.



" So?
" So.

Well, a woman don't need to be al one, Rogue.

Not a woman |ike--" | Wnen have al ways been al one.

Why shoul d my woman be any different?
"Because, dammt, she is! She just is, that's all!"

There was a ring of truth in the statenent that startled
Cal | um per haps
even nore than Rogan.

“If a woman can't get along w thout having a man living in
her apron

pocket, then she dammed well ought to marry a farnmer or a
st or ekeeper!"

"Still, Kathy--" "Her nane is Kathleen. Kathleen Rawson.
She marri ed
me knowi ng dammed well what | was!"”

Rogan's eyes had narrowed to glittering slits.

H s face, perennially bronzed froma life at sea, had
turned an
unngnr al shade of gray.

I f Callum had happened to | ook just then, he m ght have
seen the nuscle

cl enchi ng beside that angul ar jaw and begun consi deri ng
ways to defuse

t he situation

But he didn't.

I nstead, he forged on with the plan he'd devised, the plan
t hat woul d

bri ng Kat hy and Rogan together and keep hinself from

doi ng- sonet hi ng

angerously foolish.



Like falling in love with his best friend s wfe.
"Look, it's always been a gane with us before, Rogue.

But this time |'m not playing.

| want her.

| wanted her the first tine | laid eyes on her, and | nean
to have

her .

Naturally, | don't intend to marry her, so whether or not

you want to
apply for a divorce is up to you.

It won't make a speck of difference to Kathy and ne.
Look at it from her standpoint, Rogue," he urged." She's
buried alive

there on the island with no man, not even a baby to fil
her tine.

At | east | can take her places, show her a life she's
never even

dreaned of.

| can dress her the way she deserves to be dressed, and
gi ve her

jewelry and a nmaid to help her with her hair and her

cl ot hes.

when I'mnot there to help her, that is.

" He grinned, calculating the effect of his argunent.
Shoul d he turn up the heat another notch?

Sure, why not?

In for a penny, in for a pound.

"You see, | know she already likes ne. Once you're out of



t he picture,

it'"lIl be a cinch to make her forget any girlish fantasies
she m ght've

har bored. Oh, she might think she's in |love with you now,
but that's

j ust because--well, hell, how would I know? You're not ny
| dea of a

hero."

He assayed a | augh that didn't quite cone off.
Dam, he was sweati ng!
He never sweat ed!

"Poor little fool, she probably thinks you' re romantic.
You

know-tall, dark and absent? The stuff a naiden's dreans
are nade o

But Kat hy needs nore than dreans, Rogue. She deserves
nore, and |

intend to see that she--
noti ce.

Rogan's fist shot out with no

One mnute Callumwas standing on his well-shod feet; the
next, he was
lying flat on his fashionably clad backsi de.

"Aw, hell! Way'd you have to go and do that?"

Cal l um robbed his jaw and exam ned his hand for bl ood.

No sl ouch when it cane to fisticuffs, he was well able to
def end

hi nsel f agai nst the average nan.

But Rogan was no average nan.

He had the strength of an ox, a tricky fuse and a ri ght
cross that

exploded |i ke a bolt out of the blue when a man | east

expected it.

Nor did that cast-iron face of his betray the slightest



trace of

renorse as he glared down at his fallen opponent.
"Stay away fromny wfe,"
i ke hot

| ead dropped into a pail of cold water.

Rogan warned, each word sizzling

"Wel'l, now, that m ght not be so easy. Y see, | told Paw
|'d be back
in a week's tinme. That was |ast Thursday."

"Amos knows better than to hold his breath waiting for you
to keep your

word. |I'll be heading south in--" he hesitated, doing

some rapid

calculations in his mnd
your word

you'll stay here until after |I've gone, or |'ll dammed
well strip you

down to your |onghandles and press you aboard' the first
shi p bound for

Chi na! "

--in two days' tine. Gve ne

Propped up on one el bow, Callum grinned unrepentantly.

"Sounds to ne |ike you're running scared, friend. Wuat's
the matter,
can't you take a little conpetition?”

Rogan gave hima | ook that cane close to severing the
bonds of a
l'ifelong friendship.

“"Maybe I"mjust afraid I'lIl wind up getting nmy neck
stretched for

ridding the world of one nore honme-w ecking, wfe-stealing
son of a

bitch."

Nearly two weeks had gone by.

Rogan wasn't com ng.

Surely he'd had the word by now.



Two nen had gone after him

A man who owned three ships and kept a nore or |ess
regul ar schedul e
couldn't be all that hard to track down.

He didn't want to cone hone, Kathleen told herself, the
neager hope
she' d harbored against all reason finally snuffed out.

He knew she was here all al one.

He knew she nust be wondering about her future now that
t he reason for
their marriage no | onger existed.

If he'd had the least bit of feeling for her, he wouldn't
| et her
dangl e here this way.

She had given himevery opportunity, made excuses for him
when she'd
| ong since run out of hope.

Now, sitting am dst the stacks of clothing she'd found
sandwi ched

bet ween the covers of Hetty's quilts, she told herself
that if she had

a grain of pride left, she would refuse to wait for himto
come and

send her packi ng.

He'd |ikely offer her noney.

Maybe he woul d even di vorce her!

It was going to be hard enough to find a place to stay and
a job that

woul d support her without that particular stigm to

over cone.

O course, if she just up and left on the mail boat before
he showed



up, he wouldn't be able to divorce her.
Could a man divorce a wife he couldn't find?

She frowned, wondering how she could find the answer
wi t hout gi vi ng
rise to suspicion

No one she knew had ever been divorced.
On the other hand, what difference did it make?

If she could get far enough away, she could sinply change
her nane and
pretend to be a w dow.

Goodness knows, since the war, there were enough of those
around so
that one nore woul dn't arouse any suspi ci ons.

Mor osel y, she plucked away one nore of the | oose, col orful
t hreads t hat
still blem shed a perfectly good man's bl ack wool coat.

It was obviously Rogan's and practically new

She'd found it when she'd been trying to pack away al
Hetty's quilts

and di scovered that sone of themwere so stiff they
couldn't be

f ol ded.

/ She had felt the lunps, grown suspicious and gone after
her scissors,

and the result was a heap of clothing of all sizes and
condi tions

spread over the bed.

Entire garnents had been | aid one overl appi ng the ot her,
tacked in

pl ace, then sewn between patchwork tops and calico bottons
to make up

nore than a dozen different quilts.



No wonder the bl essed things were so heavy!

No wonder Rogan had seened puzzled by the way Hetty had
dr essed.

That plumcol ored nmeri no was new and expensi ve and j ust
her si ze.

And t he poor nei ghbors; no wonder they'd always hurried
out to their

cl ot heslines when they'd seen Hetty and Kat hl een com ng
and begun

gathering in their wash.

She' d thought nothing of it at the tine.

Poor Hetty.

Kat hl een had only known her for a few nonths, but she

m ssed her nore

t han she woul d have thought possi bl e.

The house seened so enpty w thout her.

Bully didn't crow nuch anynore.

The hens had st opped | ayi ng.

O course, this time of year, they usually did, but even
Rags had

deserted her to take up over at Anps's.

Kat hl een got to her feet, brushed the | oose threads apron
and wander ed

out to the sitting room

Since the weather had turned so cold, she'd taken to
living in two

roons and cooking on the hob rather than waste precious
firewood

keepi ng the big stove in the kitchen going.

If she was | onely, that was only reasonable.



| f she less, that, too, was understandabl e.
Everywhere she turned ; there were rem nders of Rogan

He'd stood in that particular doorway, filling it with his
br oad
shoul ders, making her ache to walk into his arns.

He'd sat in that particular chair, with the |anplight
casting sharp

shadows on his angul ar face, spraw ed across the feather
tick in the

| oft, his body glistening with sweat and his head besi de
hers on the

pillow after they had made | ove.

Most of all she renenbered hi mthat way.

A famliar stranger, dearly beloved, yet still as distant
as the
noon.

She' d begun to read his books.

Achsah Burros had returned seven | eat her-bound vol unes of
essays and a

scientific treatise, saying that Hetty had given themto
her two years

bef ore when she and Dosher had | ost their first baby.

"Poor Hetty, she was sone bad about that. Reckon she'd
have gi ve away

everything in the house if she'd lived | ong enough.
Didn't do no good

to take it back, because she'd just give it away again.
She got nad at

Ednund one day and threw his pipe and his crutch in the
G een Pond.

Dosher had to fish "emout again with a clamrake. Poor
Edmund cl ai ned

hi s pi pe never did draw worth shoot after that."

Ch, yes, now she could smle about all poor Hetty's



foi bl es, but being

| ocked in the henhouse and having a fire set underneath it
hadn't been

all that funny at the tine.

O having to convince the poor old dear that they didn't
really need
si x boxes of brace buttons, and then convince M. A

J.
to take them back and credit their account at the store.

O having to go around to the neighbors and ask themto
come and

identify any clothing of theirs that Hetty m ght have
sewed i nsi de one

of her infanpbus quilts.

The feeling of rootlessness that had been growi ng in her
ever since

she'd known she woul d have to | eave returned with a
vengeance.

Packi ng.

She really should get down to it now that Hetty's things
were in order
and the house was shining |like a new penny.

She' d gone over every piece of furniture, including those
t hat had been
returned, with oil polish until they gleaned |ike satin.

There'd been a perfectly good Notti ngham | ace tabl ecloth
and a franed

pi cture of noonlight on the ocean with a silhouette of a
shi p anong the

boxes she'd found in Hetty's bedchanber.

She'd hung the picture and spread the cloth over the
gate-1 egged tabl e,

and now she wandered around, |acking anything better to
do, until she'd



chewed her fingernails right down to the tender.

Si ghi ng, she crossed, to the shelf above the row of pegs
on her
bedchanber wal | .

She took down the hatbox, |ifted out her precious yellow
bonnet with

its fragile burden of silk flowers and set it carefully on
her head.

"She wears her clothes as if they were thrown on her with
a pitchfork,"
she nmurnmured to the inmage in the speckled mrror.

She'd read those lines just yesterday in one of Rogan's
books.

Jonathan Swift, if she renenbered ri ght
He m ght have been speaki ng of her.

Still, the hat was beautiful, as long' as she ignored all

t he

rest---the drab hair, the freckles, the colorless eyes and
t he nouth

her nother used to tell her she'd grow up to one day.

She never had.

| f Rogan had given her the yellow silk gown, and she'd put
It on for
him he'd probably have popped a gusset | aughing.

She was still nmuttering about silk purses and sow s ears
when soneone
rapped sharply on her front door.

Anps?
He never stood on formality, and the wonen usually cracked

t he door
open and cal |l ed, out.



Rogan.

t The yell ow hat forgotten, she opened the door and
st epped back, one
hand flying up to cover her heart.

"Ch, ny nercy," she whispered.
"Kat hl een? Were you goi ng out?"

He eyed the unseasonabl e bonnet, and shesnatched it off
her head.

"Whet her | amor not is none of your concern, Morton.
What are you
doi ng here?"

He made as if to step past her, but she barred the way.

Winkling her nose at the bay rum and bourbon snell that

al ways used to

make her cringe, she denanded once nore to know what he
want ed, Once, a

| ong tinme ago, when she had first gone to |live with Mrton
and Alice,

she had t hought hi m handsone, being too young to see the
weak chin and

the way he had of constantly shifting his eyes whenever he
talked to

soneone.

"Considering the season and all--" "Wat season?

Chri st mas was weeks

ago. | sent the children cards. Did they get them or
did you throw

t hem away?"

She had spent hours poring over the neager selection at
the | oca
stores, choosing just the right card for each child.

"How can you think I'd do sonething so col dhearted?"

She continued to watch him her |evel gaze unwaveri ng,



until he cl eared
his throat and turned to stare into the di stance.

“If you don't believe ne, then nmaybe you'll believe
Alice."

"I haven't heard a word from Alice since she---since that
day. | left

aletter, soit's not as if she didn't know where to find
ne. 11}

She lifted her chin, unafraid to show her [ oat hing.
Thi s was her house.

He had no power over her here.

"Yes, well, as to that, | explained--" "Horse biscuits!
You know as

well as | do there was nothing to expl ain!

Not hi ng except the way you' d been touching ne; and
sneaki ng around

| ooking at nme, and and trying to kiss ne until | was
scared to be al one

In the house with you!

I s that what you explained to Alice?

I s that why she sent ne away?

Arnms crossed over her chest, Kathleen continued to bar the
door,

oblivious to the cold wind that blewin fromthe

nort heast .

Fromthe snell of his breath, Morton was in no danger of
freezing, even

wi t hout his el egant tan topcoat and beaver hat.

"Wel | ?" she pronpted.

"Just ask her. Al you have to do is ask her."



"COh, and just how do | do that? |I haven't noticed any
tel egraph wires
bet ween here and Beaufort, have you?"

"I brought her to you."
"You what ?"

Narrowi ng her eyes, Kathleen glanced past him then back
agai n.

She didn't trust himany nore than she ever had, but then,
why woul d he
| i e about sonething that could be so easily disproved?

"Where i s she?"

"She stayed aboard the boat. You know she's in the famly
way agai n,

but things aren't going too well, so---" "Wat do you
mean, not goi ng
wel | ?"

Heedl ess of her own feelings, she grabbed his arm and
pulled himinto
t he house, slanm ng the door behind him

Spi nni ng around, she demanded, "What do you nean, Alice is

not doi ng

well, Mdrton? Has she |l ost the baby? Is she still having
troubl e

keepi ng anything down? |Is she--" "No, no, now you nustn't
worry so,

little sister, it's not all that bad. It's just that it's
tw ns again,

and there was this doctor up in Virginia--
to

Vi rginia?

"You t ook her

This late in her tinme? Morton, you're a fool! What did
he say? Is

she going to be all right? Wwo's |ooking after the
chil dren?"



The snell of al cohol was even nore potent inside the
house, but
Kat hl een ignored it.

Morton had al ways enjoyed a drink after his supper.

Several, in fact, and sonetines he didn't wait until the
eveni ng
meal .

"Happens we have a jewel of a wonan, a wi dow from Harker's
I sl and, but

why not let Alice tell you all about it? | prom sed her
I'"d bring you

ri ght back."

She didn't have to think tw ce.

Throwi ng on her coat, she banked the fire and adjusted the
danper.

Leaving a single lanp lit, she foll owed hi moutside.

Morton made an effort to draw her out, but Kathl een
refused to be drawn
as they wal ked the parallel ruts that |led to the docks.

"I rowed nyself ashore,” he said as they passed the store.

"Don't mnd telling you, | haven't done that kind of work
I n many a
day. "

If that small confession had been cal culated to di sarm
her, it fell far
short of the mark.

Al'l she could think of was seeing Alice again and hearing
about the
chi | dren.

Morton hurried to keep up with her, hating the feel of
deep sand
under f oot .



God, what an uncivilized pl ace!

Approaching the wharf, he ignored the two fishernen who'd

grudgi ngly
given himdirections to the Rawson pl ace.

He'd had the devil's own tine convincing themthat he was
Kat hl een' s
br ot her.

Dammed narrow m nded heat hens!

Finally, one of the ignorant clods had told himhow to
find her, but

only after he'd spun thema tal e about neeting her new
famly.

"No famly left. AOd wonan died. Her nman's not cone hone
yet."

He'd barely been able to understand the barbarian, so
thick was his
brogue, but he'd nmade out enough.

Kat hl een was al one.

He woul dn't have to invent sonme excuse to get her away
fromthat great
hul ki ng brui ser she'd marri ed.

Patrice had said he'd probably be gone.

He' d even considered barring the door and taking her right
i n her own
bed, until he renenbered what a scrapper she was.

If she started scream ng, the place would be overrun with
t hese damed

savages before he could even get her drawers downy He
hadn't cared at

all for the way they'd stared after himwhen he'd set off
down t he

r oad.



Easing hinself carefully into the small open boat, Mrton
reached up to

assi st Kat hl een, but she evaded his hands and | eapt down
hersel f.

"Where is this boat of yours? Wiy didn't one of the crew
row you
ashore?"

Morton wesfied clunsily with the oars then shoved them
away fromthe
dock.

H s stroke was uneven, as if he were afraid of splashing
his fine
wor sted coat and those dnn-col ored trousers of his.

He didn't bother to reply, and Kathl een stared back at the
rapi dly

di m ni shing shoreline.

Had she conpletely | ost her wits?

What was she doing out here in the mddle of the Pamico
Sound with a

man she trusted just about as far as she could throw hinf
It was practically dark, and for all she knew, Morton
coul d be lying

t hrough his teeth.

Maybe there was no housekeeper.

They' d never been able to keep one before.

Maybe t hey needed her, and he neant to take her back to
Beaufort with

hi m

Chapt er Sevent een

Tw ce before they reached their destination, Mirton
tippled froma



silver flask he carried in his coat pocket.

The first tinme he took a quick nip, thinking she wasn't
wat chi ng.

Kat hl een's lips tightened, and she nmade up her mnd to
i nsi st that one

of the crew menbers row her ashore once she'd seen her
si ster.

The second tine he funbled with the cap on the flask, they
were nearly

at the yacht, an elegant little sloop with fancy

scrol lwork and a

furled rig.

Morton | eaned forward and of fered her a drink.

"Conme on, little Kathleen, be a good sport. This'il thaw
you out."

"I don't need thawi ng, thank you. Morton, whose yacht is
t hi s?"

Morton was confortably fixed, but surely he wasn't able to
afford a
yacht and crew.

"B'longs to a friend. Hardware supplier, y'know? Had
busi ness in
Virginia, invited ne along."

"l thought you were taking Alice to see a doctor.

Her eyes narrowed as Morton began to swear under his
br eat h.

"Alice is not aboard at all, is she? You |lied to neY Turn
this thing
around, Morton. If you don't, | wll."

“"Now, don't be like that, Katie dear. Don't you want to
see your
sister?"



"If she's actually with you, I'll see her tonorrow.
Soneone fromthe
village can row nme out at first light."

Morton took tinme for another pull at his flask, w ped his
lips on the

back of his hand, nearly dropping an oar in the process,
and shook his

head.

"You don't b'lieve ne, do you? After | took you in and
treated you
li ke you was ny own famly."

"Huh!"

"Besides, we'll be headed honme first thing. Had trouble
enough maki ng

‘emlay over, as it was."

He was | vying.

She knew good and well he was |ying!

How coul d she have been so stupid as to have put herself
in this

precarious position?

Were was her comon sense?

She shoul d have known it was conpletely out of character
for Morton to

exert hinmself on behalf of anyone.

Even if he did, he'd never have risked ruining an
expensive suit unl ess

he hoped to gain far nore than he | ost.

"We're a' nost there now, so why don't you sit back down
and stop

rocki ng the boat, hmf"

"You're inebriated!"



"You're inneebriated," he nocked, nearly | osing another
oar as he
shifted to tuck away the fl ask

One deep sweep sent them bunpi ng agai nst the gl eam ng hul
of the
little sloop, nearly ranbling Kathleen overboard.

While Morton attenpted to bring the small boat al ongsi de,
Kat hl een

| urched toward the bow and grasped hold of the yacht's | ow
railing.

Propel |l ed nore by anger than fear, she flung herself
aboard and was
scream ng for help before she had regai ned her bal ance.

"Hel p! Pl ease, soneone!" she cried, running forward to
peer into a
dar k conpani onway.

Hearing her brother-in-law funbling in the | aunch, she
wheel ed
ar ound.

"Morton, you set one foot on board this thing, and |'1]I
crown you over
t he head w ---
no handy

weapon in the fast fading |ight.

Frantically, she glanced around, finding

The deck was tidy to a fault.
"Wth ny boot heel!"

"You self-righteous prig, it'd serve you right if [|--ow,
dammt, why'd

you go'n do that?" he wailed plaintively as he nursed the
fingers she

had st onped.

"Stay away fromne," she warned, then, peering through the
gl oom she



call ed out again for help.

For soneone.

For anyone who coul d hear her.

They were al one.

She knew it even before she saw the evil smle on Murton's
sweat i ng

face as he straggled to clinb aboard the sl oop.

"Stay away fromne," she warned agai n.

"Look, let nme go and I'll never tell a soul that you tried
to ki dnap
me.

| promse youl won't."

"Like you didn't tell that santinoni that sancti noni ous
bast ar d,

Dunwoody? Li ke you didn't tell that whinin' Rhodes
bitch?"

He made another attenpt to fling hinself over the rail and
swor e when
he fell back.

She wasn't about to direct himto the place a few feet
forward that was
desi gned to accommodat e boar di ng.

God, what a fool she'd been!

Edgi ng away from him she wondered if she could wait until
he set foot

on board and then rush forward and fling herself into the
| aunch.

“"Morton, don't you dare I" "You tol' Trice, an' she tol

t he whol e damm

town! Went an' bl abbed her fool head off, an' now Allie's
mad at ne,



an'' ' " | didn't tell Patrice anything, she saw for
her sel f!

So did Alice!

"' mwarning you, Mrton--" She broke off, furious at being
put on the
defensive." Way am | doing this?

| don't owe you any expl anati onS!

Gaugi ng her chances, she waited until Mrton managed to
pul I hinself on
board, then she made a desperate | unge.

Wth amazing agility, he |leapt after her and nanaged to
grab the tail
of her coat.

Wt hout pausing to think, she freed her arns.
O f bal ance, he staggered back, taking the coat with him

Wiile he was trying to regain his feet, Kathleen flung
hersel f over the

rail, praying belatedly that the | aunch was still

al ongsi de.

It was.
O near enough.

Her foot struck the near gun' ale and slipped, and she fel
across the
center thwart, but she was on her knees in an instant.

It took but a nonent to untie the | eader, but that was
nearly a nonent
too | ong.

Bef ore she could push off fromthe sloop, Mirton was

cl anbering over

the railing, nouthing obscenities and threatening to teach
her the



| esson she'd been asking for all these years.

"Tenptin' me, always tenptin' nme, |aughin' behin" ny back!
| know your
game, girl,’

he raved.

"W' that old bitch next door trollin' her bait in front
of ne ever'

time | set foot out the door, and you, twitchin' your
fancy li'l behind

in ny--in ny face, 's no wonder | can't sl eep!

Allie, snorin" like a farrowmn' sow.

dam' Trice tryin' t' lure ne back in 'er bed, an' you--"
" Leave ne

out of it!

" Wth one mght effort, Kathleen pushed the |aunch away
fromthe hull,

and it drifted out on the black water, catching the
current." Morton,

I'"'mwarning you, if you do anything to hurt ny sister,
["rr----"

Panting, she waited to catch her breath, trying to think
of sone

ef fective and believable threat.

There wasn't a single |ight except for the anchor |ights
show ng
anywhere on the sl oop.

How coul d she have believed hini

How coul d she have been so stupid,t "Cone back an' | enme
t ake you hone,

Katie. It's dark. No tinme f' li'l gals t' be wannerin'

ar ound

al one.

Katie? Can y' hear nme?"

She could hear him all right.



She could barely see him reeling around on deck |ike a
scarecrow in a

hi gh wi nd, but she could sure enough hear the | echerous
sot !

For a nonment, she hesitated, lifting both dripping oars
fromthe
wat er .

If he fell overboard, fully clothed and i nebriated, he
woul d surely
dr own.

And while Alice and the children m ght be better off

W thout him for

t he Chadwi cks woul d see that they were well taken care of,
It woul d be

just one nore burden for Kathleen's already overburdened
consci ence.

The night was cold and perfectly still, not a ripple
showi ng on the
wat er .

Li ghts from several ships anchored in deeper water gl eaned
across the

surface like |Iong yell ow worms, and she coul d just make
out the

| anterns that marked the entrance to the harbor.

She was still undeci ded when she heard a filthy profanity,
foll oned by
t he sl anm ng of a door.

He m ght break his neck tunbling down a conmpani onway, but
at | east he
woul dn' t dr own.

Turni ng the boat, she began to pull toward shore.

Bel at edl y, the thought of her narrow escape overcane her,
and she began

to trenble, but soon even fear was forgotten as the cold
bit into her



bones.

She'd | eft her coat on board.

"Good riddance,"” she nmuttered, and pulled harder, ignoring
t he

assortnment of bruises and abrasions she'd recei ved when
she'd tumbl ed

into the | aunch.

I She'd been rowi ng for what seenmed hours, hut could have
been no nore

than ten m nutes, when she heard a sound that caused her
tolift both

bl ades and hol d them dri ppi ng above the surface.

It was pitch-dark

There was no noon show ng, only a fewmllion stars that
were too cold

and distant to offer much in the way of confort.

Had she actually heard sonething, or had she only inmagi ned
it?

Bef ore she could make up her mnd, she heard it again.

di stinct thunp, splash.

Mort on?

Coul d he have foll owed her?

She opened hex nmouth to call out, then shut it again.

It could be the crew the sl oop returning.

Morton had probably sent them away on sone fool's errand
so as to get

her aboard wi t hout being detected.

The | ess anyone knew of this night's deeds, the better off
she' d be.



Heaven help her if the threat of scandal ran her away from
a second

t own!

Si | ence.

Per haps she'd only inmagined it.

It mght even have cone from shore.

one of the nen doing sonething aboard his boat, probably.
She had nade up her mind to slip ashore and hurry away

bef ore anyone

coul d see her when she sneezed.

And t hen sneezed agai n.

" Kat hl een?"

She froze.

That had sounded al nost i ke.

No, that was crazy.

Rogan was hundreds of mles away.

Even if theWitch had finally come honme and he was on his
way ashore,

he certainly wouldn't be expecting to find her out here in
t he channel

after dark.

"Kat hl een, is that you? Dammt, answer ne!" -'RRogan?

And then sonehow, their two boats were bunpi ng sides, and
he was

swearing at the lack of light and at his bruised fingers,
pi nched

bet ween the two gunwal es, and at her for being fool enough

to go with
t hat bastard, Kingsley.



"How di d you know?" she asked when he had |ifted her
bodily into his

boat, plopped her on the aft thwart and taken up the oars
agai n,

| eaving Morton's launch adrift.

"How the hell do you think I knew? Honer and Dosher were
wearing ruts

in the dock when | got in, worrying about you. Dosher was
all set to

go after you hinself when | got there.”

"B-but --but how did you know where-- And where's the Wite
Wt ch? Wen
d-did you get in?"

Rogan was sweepi ng them shoreward with deep, silent
st rokes.

Kat hl een cl utched the gunwales and tried to control her
shi veri ng.

She was so rigid by nowthat if she had tried to nove, she
pr obabl y
woul d have shattered.

"You're cold."

Wth that flat observation, he drew both oars across his
| ap, peel ed

off his warmnelton coat and slung it around her, nearly
capsi zi ng her

i n the process.

Too grateful to protest, Kathleen huddled in the wel cone
war nt h,

drawi ng confort and security fromthe lingering scent of
hi s body.

"You d-didn't answer ny questions."
Even though she was no | onger quite so cold, her voice was

still
frozen.



"The Wtch is lying off Wndm || Point. W dropped anchor
| ess than an
hour ago. |s that what you want to know?"

It wasn't.

At least, it wasn't all she wanted to know, but the rest
woul d have to
wai t .

Havi ng al ready resuned his di stance-devouring stroke,
Rogan i gnored

her, and Kathleen had to content herself with being able
to watch the

shadowy form agai nst the night sky.

He had cone back.
That was all that mattered.

Smling, she buried her head in the deep collar and
I nhal ed the
I nt oxi cati ng essence of wool, soap, tobacco and Rogan.

Not until they were at the house, fires roaring in both

t he range and

the sitting roomhearth, with two kettles and several pots
of water set

to heat, did Kathleen begin to worry.

She'd been so relieved to have escaped, so unbelievably
glad to see

Rogan again, that she'd shut her mnd to anything beyond
t hat .

There'd been a horse--Dosher's, she thought--waiting at
t he dock.

Rogan had hoi sted her atop the creature, then | eapt up
behi nd her, all

W t hout benefit of anything faintly resenbling a saddl e,
and they'd

made short work of the trek hone.



Nei t her of them had spoken a word.

Now he towered over her, |ooking unnaturally pale and too
grimfor

confort.

She eyed himwarily and tried to to begin.

"Why, Kathleen? Just tell me that nuch, why'd you go hinf
It was

Ki ngsl ey, wasn't it?"

Having finally thawed out, she was suddenly too tired pick
her words

careful ly.

"Morton," she said, and yawned.

"It was Morton."

"Wake up, dammt! You're not going to sleep before you' ve
told ne what

you were doing out there with that " "I was going to see
Alice. MWy
sister Alice. Only--" She yawned agai n.

"Only she wasn't there.™
"Wul d you care to explain that?"

He was scowing at her, and tired or not, that put her
back up.

She' d done nothing to deserve his anger.

Well, there was Hetty, of course, but she rather thought
this was about
somet hi ng el se.

“"Not really," she said tiredly, then scuttled back agai nst
t he cushi ons

as he noved in so close his boots bunped agai nst her
shoes.



“I"d just as soon wait until tonorrow "

"And |1'd just as soon get the tal king over and done with."
Over and done with.

That didn't sound too prom sing.

Swal | owi ng hard, Kathleen sat up straight, focusing her
gaze on the

part of himthat happened to be in her direct |ine of

vi si on, which was

hi s crotch.

Cl osing her eyes quickly, she groaned and said, "Onh, all
right, if you

must know, |'d been wondering about the children, how they
Were and

all, and whether Alice had had her baby, and Look, would
you nove

back?

You--you' re blocking the heat fromthe fireplace."

He t ook one step back, crossed his arnms over his chest and
continued to

gl are down at her.

It was better, but just barely.

“I'"'mwaiting, Kathleen."

She |icked her Iips.

"\Where was | ?"

"You were mssing your famly," he pronpted, his voice
deadl y cal m

"All right, | admt | was foolish to believe him but you
see, |'d been
here alone for so long, and I wondered--that is, | didn't

know i f you



were--" Frantically, she sought a way to explain how she'd
felt, not
knowi ng what the future held or if*she even had a future.

Wth him that was.

And a future without himwas no future at all, but she
could hardly
tell himthat.

"Go on. You were wondering what ?"

Rogan had been so terrified when he thought he'd | ost her
t hat he
hadn't yet recovered.

"I was wondering...well, with Hetty gone and all, | didn't
know what |
was supposed to do."

Lifting her face, she nmet his eyes squarely.
There, she'd said it.

If he wanted to put her on the next packet out, she could
hardly bl ane
hi m

She waited for himto pronounce her sentence.

Sone of the harshness seened to go out of his face, but he
remai ned
sil ent.

She began to fidget.

Then before she could help it, the words were spilling out
of her like

dried beans out of a split sack, and she was telling him
how it had

been Anps's fiddling, Callums trying to teach her to
dance and Hetty,

| aughi ng and cl appi ng one m nute and gone the next.



She tried to tell himhow heartsore she'd been, know ng
how Rogan had
| oved her.

She told hi mabout the neighbors' comng to her aid, and
how ni ce Hetty
had | ooked in her yell ow gown, and about the quilts and
t he books and
the furniture.

Hal fway through the telling, Rogan | owered hinself onto

t he cushi on

besi de her, extending his long | egs across the rug and an
arm al ong the

back of the sofa.

She | eaned forward, afraid to touch him

Sitting stiffly upright, she hurried through the | ast of
the telling.

"She didn't suffer any, Rogan.

She was | aughing right up to the | ast.

Believe ne, it's a far better way to go than having to
suffer for years

until you're so nean and bitter that no one wants to cone
near you.

"Your grandnot her?" he asked, his deep voice edged with a
soft

roughness.

She nodded.

"How di d you know?"

"Dunwoody. "

"Did Patrice---that is, when you left here that tine after

the storm
did she tell you...anything?"



Rogan considered telling her the truth and deci ded agai nst
it.

There'd been no troth to the woman's w cked tale.

He'd known that in his heart, even though he'd |et hinself
be tainted

by her nalice.

“Not hing i nportant,” he said.

"Kat hl een, | owe you an apology. What | did well, there's
no way | can

undo it, but I want you to know |I'll never lay a hand on
you again."

He hesitated, alnost as if waiting for her to speak.

She nmade the m stake of neeting his eyes, and she was
| ost.

"Kat hy? You can have it any way you want to. | won't
pretend it'll be
easy, but | give you nmy word, |I'll take good care of you

for as long as

| ?m able. If anything happens if ny ship goos down, |'l]
arrange

things so that you'll never know need, | prom se you

t hat."

"I"myour responsibility, you nean. Like a--a duty."

After only the briefest-hesitation, he nodded.
“If that's what you want." '
of fering. But was

that truly all he was offering?

Duty. What a | ukewar m

He'd promised to go on with their marriage, even though it
woul dn' t be
easy.

On the other hand, his eyes were prom sing.



No.
She couldn't afford to believe what she saw t here.

It wouldn't be the first tinme she'd |l et herself believe
sonet hi ng only
because she wanted so desperately to believe it.

"Rogan, how did you know where | was?"

He shrugged, and his armshifted so that it was resting
l'ightly over
her shoul der.

"It was the first thing | heard when |I came ashore.

Didn"t | tell you how Honmer and Dosher were so worried
about this

snoot h-tal ki ng sharpster who' d conme nosing around,
claimng to be your

br ot her ?

They took himat his word and gave hi myour direction, but
when you
went off with himthat way, they began to have doubts.

They were just thinking about going out after you when we
got in.

Fromthe way they described him | guessed who it was and
sent nmy crew
on hone.

Dosher insisted on |leaving his horse at the dock in case |
needed hel p
in a hurry, and you know the rest.

And she knew the rest That is, she knew everythi ng except
t he nost
i nportant thing of all.

"He lied to ne, you know. He clained Alice was on board
t he sl oop, but
she wasn't. Wien we got there, | discovered he'd sent the



crew ashore,

and then | knew it was all a trick, and so | left him
t here and cane
back. "

She shudder ed.

“I't's over now. You're hone."

Hi s arm eased around her shoul der, and he drew her cl oser.
Kat hl een al | oned herself to be held.

Hone.

If only she could believe it.

"Rogan, what you said before? About taking care of ne?
About it's not

bei ng easy, but--" "I think maybe that didn't cone out
guite the way

|'"d intended. What | neant to say was that it wouldn't be
easy

to--that is, not to--
hand f or ki ng

I npatiently through his dark hair, the other stroking her
arm which

was now quite warm thanks only in part to the |eaping
fire.

Breaki ng of f, he | eaned back, one

Sone intensely nmale elenent in his makeup had al ways drawn
himto the
sea.

The sanme nal e el enent kept drawi ng hi m back agai n and
again to this one
woman.

Just when he'd thought his |[ife was set on its proper
cour se.

Hope began to flicker in Kathleen's heart, and she tried
to snuff it
out .



This was no tinme to let herself get caught up in a fairy
tal e.
"Rogan," she began, but before she could put her doubts

I nto words, he

stunned her by asking point- blank if she was in |ove with
Cal | um

McNai r .

"Am I --with Callunf"

Hs armtightened until his fingers were biting into her
fl esh.

"I damed well wasn't tal king about Anbs. Well? Are you?
Because i f

you are, then |I'd better warn you, he don't nmean to marry
you, and even

If he did, | wouldn't let you go."

"l --you woul dn't?"

Benused, she blinked at him afraid to |let herself hope,
unable to

prevent it.

"We made a bargain. |I've held to ny part.™

n G,]. n

Then it wasn't that he was jealous, it was Hetty.

"Rogan, I'mtruly sorry. | wouldn't have had this happen

for the
world."

Sighing, she tried to ease herself away fromhis arm, but
it was

difficult when all in the world she wanted to do was | ose
herself in

hi s warm enbrace and beg himto try hard to | ove her.

I nstead, she collected herself enough to tell him how



deeply she
regretted having | et him down.

"I can't say howtruly sorry I am Cal and | were dancing
and

| aughi ng, and--well, it just happened before we knewit,
and there was

not hi ng we could do."

So she did | ove the snooth bastard!

Rogan didn't want to hear this, not now.

Not ever!

He shut his eyes agai nst a sudden burning.

Damed fireplace was snoki ng!

He' d been neaning to clean out the chi mey.

“It's all right, love, | understand," he I|i ed.

Drawing in a deep breath, he snelled only furniture polish
and the

faint odor of roses that had haunted his dreans for too
| ong.

Al right, so it wasn't a snoking firepl ace.

"You don't have to explain," he said gruffly.

"I only wanted you to know how much | cared | nean, it's
not as though
we were strangers. We |lived together, after all."

He wi nced at the sudden pain of that revel ation.

So it had gone that far.

"Living under the sanme roof, a body can cone to | ove
sonmeone, ho matter

what their faults. And | did. And |'"msorry, truly
sorry."



Head bowed, he held her against him unable to I et her go
even on

| earni ng by her own admi ssion that he'd | ost her just when
he'd conme to

| ove her.

No, that wasn't tree.
H s feelings had been grOm ng all al ong.

Recal ling the brave set of her chin as she'd set sail with
a stranger,

| eavi ng behind everything dear and famliar--renmenbering
the way she'd

been with Hetty, the kindness, the generosity, the
care--wat chi ng her

sonber gray eyes light up |like sunshine breaking through
t he cl ouds,

heari ng the sound of her laughter, was it any wonder he'd
come to | ove

her ?

No, it hadn't been sudden.

It had been there all along, like a seed planted in the
dar kness, j ust
waiting for warnth and |ight to germ nate and fl ouri sh.

"I understand," he repeated, wondering how a man coul d
live to be

nearly thirty years old, could know as many wonen as he
had and still

make as many m stakes as he had made - with the only woman
who had ever

mat t er ed.

It defied reason.

Rel easi ng her and novi ng away was perhaps the hardest
thing he'd ever

done in his life, but he was afraid that if he didn't do
It now, he

woul dn't be able to.



"Reckon the water's hot by now I'Il tote it into the
bat hi ng room f or

you, and while you soak out the chill, 1'lIl make coffee.
Are you

hungry?"

Kat hl een felt the tip of her nose prickle.
She lifted her chin and willed herself not to weep.
Hungry?

Ch, yes, she was starving, but not for what he was
of feri ng.

Wth a dignity that canme harder than anything she'd ever
attenpted, she
of fered hi m her nost gracious smle.

“"No, but a warm bath woul d be | ovely, Rogan. Thank you."

She waited until he poured two pots full of scal ding water
into the

porcel ain tub, added a few drops of attar of roses then
tw sted the

single faucet and set cold water gushing into dilute it
whi |l e she

undr essed.

By the tinme she'd renoved the | ast of her clothing, the
t enper at ure was
just right.

Movi ng woodenly, she reached for her jar of Rosanund's
Col d Cream and
General Beautifier and spread a thin | ayer over her face.

She'd been using it for nore than a year to no avail, but
hope and ol d
habits di ed equally hard.

Wth her braid pinned on top of her head and her fringe
hel d back by a



ri bbon to keep it out of the cold cream she settled into
the fragrant
warmh with a sigh that held nore regret than relief.

A few feet away, Rogan paced.

He |ighted a cigar, then tossed it into the fire.

It occurred to himthat the room | ooked different fromthe
| ast tinme

he'd seen it, but it took hima nonent to figure out why.

This was the way it used to |ook, a long tine ago.

Furniture gleamng with care, sparkling glass in the
Wi ndows.

That old |ithograph of Hetty's.
and hi s books!
So she'd finally found the things!

As quickly as it had arisen, his interest waned and he
stared at the
bat hi ng room door.

Damm t hat naddeni ng fenal e!

had married himfor better or Wirse | ess than six nonths
Now, j ust

because she'd had her head turned by a hands face and a
bit of fancy

tailoring, she thought she could off and forget all about
their

bar gai n.

Well, we'd just see about that.
Burdened with nore enotions than he could readily out,
Rogan gave in to

t he easi est, which was anger.

Wt] further thought, he flung open the door to the



bat hi ng to prepared
to do battle for what was rightfully his.

"Dam Kat hl een, 1---" As quickly as it had arisen, his
anger see out and
he stood there beside a heap of crunpled clothing stared.

The water held a greenish cast, distorting her lower |y
But there was

no di sgui sing the part of her that rose above steany,
fragrant cloud.

Underneath a pink ribbon that we through her dark hair,
Kat hl een' s face
gl eaned |i ke polio, ivory.

Her eyes were enornous.

Wt hout her usual high co her neck | ooked al nost too
delicate to hold

t he wei ght of head, nmuch | ess the tunbled mass of her
hai r.

Qui ckly, she crossed her arns in a famliar protective
gesture, but the

I mage of those small, perfect breasts, their' glistening
like freshly

washed berries, was indelibly etche{ his m nd.

And then his gaze wandered | ower.

"Rogan, you have no right to---" "Wat happened? You've
bur ned

yoursel f again. God, ling, how d you ever manage to burn
your sel f

t here?"

Kat hl een bl i nked, feeling.
her col d-creaned | ashes stick gether.
"Burned nysel f?. Rogan, are you feeling all right?"

Wt hout bothering to answer, he went down on his |a beside



t he tub,

| eani ng over to peer at the part of her that covered by
t he

bat hwat er .

Kat hl een drew up her knees and scow ed at him

"Wyou please allow ne ny privacy?"

Conpl etely disregarding the sl eeve of his woolen jersey
reached under

the water and pressed her knees down.

She fought back.

"Rogan! Stop that! You have no right--" "Does it hurt
bad?"

Gently, he pried her arns | oose and hel d them asi de,
staring at a
reddened pl ace just bel ow her right breast.

Ducki ng her head, Kathleen followed his gaze and gasped.

A short while later, having w ped her face clean of the

beauti fyi ng
cream and dried off her body over her rather halfhearted
pr ot ests,

Rogan carried his wife, wapped only in a bl anket, up the
stairs.

Each tinme she tried to tell himthat her own bed would do
wel | enough,

and that she really needed her night rail if she weren't
to freeze to

death, he ignored her.

She m ght as well not have spoken.
The | oft was cold, for the heat fromthe fire had not had
time to clinb

the stairwell.

Wth one arm he folded back the quilt.



One of Hetty's oldest, it was neither too | unpy, nor too
heavy.

He | aid her on the bed, blanket and all, a | ook of concern
on his
f ace.

"Does it hurt?"
"Does what hurt ?"
"Your...burn?"

He hovered over her until she was sorely tenpted to tel
hi m t hat what

hurt the nost was not where she'd cracked her ribs when
she'd tunbl ed

into the | aunch.

What really hurt was that he was so blind to her rea
needs and
want s.

"It'"s not a burn, it's a bruise. |I'll probably be al

col ors cone
norning, but it doesn't hurt all that nuch.

| need you to want ne,.

you great dimwtted ox!

| want you to need ne.

t " How?"

"What does it matter?" she cried inpatiently, trying to
bat-tie

herself free of the bl anket.

He had taken conmand so swiftly after lifting her fromthe

tub that she
hadn't been able to think, nmuch | ess argue.



He had stood her on her discarded garnents, which were now
all wet, and
tenderly blotted her all over with a towel.

And |i ke a fool, she'd stood there and et himdo it.

By the tinme she'd recovered her wits enough to protest, he
was w ndi ng

her up in a blanket, and when she'd tried to make hi m
listen to her,

he'd shushed her as if she were a witless child.

Dr at !
Was the nman bound and determ ned to have soneone weaker

around so that
he coul d take command of his hone the way he did his ship?

"Rogan, listen to ne, | don't need soneone to tell ne how
to go on, and
| certainly don't need | ooking after. |I've been taking

care of mnyself
for a good many years now, and while Em sure you nean

wel |l --" "Mean

wel |'! God, was ever a man so damed by faint praise. ' '
Vell, |

never nmeant to hurt your feelings, | only nmeant--" " It's

not rmy

feelings that's hurting, you know.
" Hs smle was wintry, a nmere twist of his lips, but she
found herself

as caught up as ever in whatever it was that nade this one
man in al

the world so dear to 'her.'
turpentine?

You want ne to fetch the

"Tur penti ne?"
She was bound up |ike a numy.
He had shifted her so he could sit beside her, his thigh

pressi ng
agai nst her side.



"For your braise," he explained.
n C],]' n

Wth every cell in her body clanoring its answer, she nmade
t he m st ake
of nmeeting his eyes, and now she was trapped.

“"No, | don't think it needs anything. Maybe tonorrow. .."
" Good. "
It was nore a sigh than anything el se.

“I"ve never made | ove to a wonan who reeked of turpentine,
but if you'd
needed it, 1'd be willing to do it."

"WIlling to make | ove to nme?"

Eyes still clinging, they were speaking softly, with no
particul ar

enphasis, as if the words spoken were secondary to the
wor ds

unspoken.

"WIlling to rub your bruise with turpentine.”

And then he began to unwap her, as if she were a
priceless gift, and

because she was hel pless to do anything el se, Kathleen |et
hi m

How coul d she fight the both of thenf

In spite of what had happened the last tinme he had nade

| ove to her,

she felt herself drawn closer and closer to the fire that
was in him

| oving the way he could make her feel with his |ooks, his
soft words,

hi s touches.



As for what cane next, it only hurt for a little while.

It was a small price to pay for all the wonderful feelings
he aroused
in her before he did that other thing.

"Kat hl een,"” he whi sper ed.
"I have to kiss you."
"That woul d be...nice."

He had partially uncovered her by then, so that her arns
were free.

Shoul d she place them around his neck?

She didn't want to seemtoo forward, but the feelings that
were racing
t hrough were so unsettling.

She coul dn't even breathe properly, much | ess think.

But then his Iips were on hers, and breathing no | onger
seened so
| nportant.

Every shred of her being was caught up in the wild wonder
of Rogan's

arnms around her, his nouth on hers, his warnth and wei ght
beari ng her

down into the deep softness of the feather bed.

“I't'"ll be good this tine, love, |I promse,"
l ong tinme

| ater, his face buried in her throat.

he whi spered a

"I don't mnd the hurt, Rogan, | only want to pl ease you."
Sonmehow, he had renpoved his jersey and fol ded back enough
of the

bl anket so that his chest was pressed agai nst her breasts.

She could feel herself swelling with pleasure, feel the



sane strange
sensation coiling inside her that she'd experienced the
| ast tine.

/| H's eyes black as burnt pitch, he stared at her for what
seened an
eternity.

Then he stood and quickly renoved the rest of his
cl ot hi ng.

Kat hl een told herself not to | ook, but she couldn't help
it.

He was so beautiful.
Even that part of himthat would soon cause her pain.
So bold, so proud, so.

everything a man shoul d be.

"I prom sed nyself | wouldn't do this," he said as he cane
down besi de

her.

H s voice grated as if he were hurting, instinctively, she
drew himto

her, wanting to give confort, to give pleasure, to give
all that was in

her power to give.

"Kat hl een. Prinrose. Listen to nme, love. If you'll stay
with me, |

vow to spend the rest of ny life making you forget him
He's not good

enough for you."

He shook his' head, a wy snmle flickering briefly.
"Ch, hell, I'mnot good enough, either, but | found you

first, and |
can't let you go."



"Rogan?"

"We'll work sonething out, | promise you. If you want to
live

somewhere else, 1'll build you a hone anywhere you say.
And cl ot hes--" " Rogan?

"You'll have the finest clothes noney can buy, as many as

you want, in

all colors. Anything but black, that is, but if you truly
want bl ack,

then I'll not--" "Rogan!"

Startl ed, he propped hinself on one elbow to stare down at
her .

Her face, softened by the scented cream and the bath, was
fl ushed, and
her eyes glittered |ike raindrops.

Oh, Lord, she was nmad as hell, and it was all his fault.
The first tinme in his life it really mattered, and he
couldn't even

command his own tongue!

Al'l he'd wanted was to soothe her into giving himtinme.
G ven enough tinme, he knew he coul d nmake her forget
McNair, only as

usual , he was making a royal botch of it.

"Yes, ma'am Did you have sonething you wanted to say?"
he asked

meekl y.

"I love you."

"Kathleen, I'"'msorry, and | prom se... You what?"

"I thought you'd better know before you nade ne too many

prom ses. |
should think a man could | and hinself in all kinds of



troubl e t hat
way. "

Stunned, he continued to stare at her.
Her eyes were glittering; her |ashes sparkling with tears.
Groani ng, he began to kiss them away.

"Are you saying that because you know it's what | want
nost in the
world to hear?" he asked between tiny searing Kkisses.

"No, " she whi spered hel pl essly.

"I said it because | couldn't hold back any longer. D d
you? | nean,
do you? Want to hear it, that is?"

Rogan began to | augh.

Suddenly, he was lying on his back and she was on top of
him and he

was | aughing so that she was forced to wap her arns
around his mddle

to keep from being rocked off.

"Ch, darling, ny little love, have | really nmanaged to
weat her the

storm and reach safe harbor? God, you don't know how many
times |

t hought 1'd foundered!"

Sensing the truth in her heart, she still needed the
wor ds.

Calling her his love and his little darling and his
Prinrose--those

were all very well, but nmen did that sort of thing, and it
didn't

necessarily mean anyt hi ng.

Callumcall ed her | ove and dear heart nore often than not,
and he



certainly wasn't harboring any tender feelings for her.

"Isn't there anything el se you want to tell me?" she
vent ured, nore
than a little shocked at her newfound bol dness.

He felt solid and warm and wonderful against her body, and
she was

havi ng i ncreasing troubl e keepi ng her mnd on what was
bei ng sai d

I nstead of what was bei ng done.

"Oh, ny, yes," he murnured into her hair.

Deftly, he renoved the pins and worked free the braid,

t hen he spread

her hair over them both, stroking it slowy fromthe top
of her head,

down her back.

and beyond.
"Did you know Iwas real partial to dark brown hair?"

She shook her head, and as if to prove his words, he
traced a | ength of

her hair over her shoul der, past her arm to where it was
caught under

her breast.

"And did you know |'ve al ways had a powerful weakness for
gray-eyed
wonen?"

By this tinme his hand had noved between their two bodi es,
causi ng her
to draw in her breath in shuddery little gasps.

When it began to slip down toward that part of her body,
she coul dn't
have spoken if her life had depended on it.

Gently, he turned her onto her back, then he was |ying
hal f on top of



her, half beside her.

Staring up at him Kathleen could feel himnoving agai nst
her belly,
hard, hot and demandi ng.

I nstinctively, her hips began to nove.

She was afire with a wild hunger that swiftly overcane all
el se.

Hearing a small whinpering sound, she realized that it was
her own

Voi ce.

"Hush, love, let ne pleasure you,"
hi s hand noved

over her belly, burrow ng between her tightly pressed
t hi ghs.

Rogan whi spered, and

"Pl ease, please," she cried, without the | east notion of
what she was
pl eadi ng for.

It was happening all over again the rainbows, the soft
wi | d expl osi ons

i nside her, the glow ng, grow ng, expanding feeling

of ---"Rogan!"

“I"'mhere, darling, I'mright here."
And he was.

H s hand noved again, then he |ifted hinself over her, and
whi |l e she

was still dazed by a pleasure nore intense than anything
she'd ever

experienced, he cane inside her.

She gasped, feeling an exquisite pressure that was part
pai n, part

pl easur e.

Bef ore she could accustom herself to that, he began



novi ng.

"Relax, my own love, it's all right,"” he nmurmured, and she

clutched his

shoul ders, staring w de-eyed up into his face.

He ki ssed her then, and against her |ips he encouraged her
to let go,

to let it happen.

And trusting him she did.

A nonment before he stiffened and cried out, she felt
herself begin to

| eave her own body.

A long while later, they |lay together, her head on his
shoul der, his

arm holding her to him her |eg caught between his thighs.
"Did | hurt you, precious?"

Al nost too drowsy to speak, she murnured, "If you did,
never noticed

it. That was..."

"Wonderful ?" he pronpted with a whinsical smle.
Reachi ng down, he drew Hetty's quilt over them both.
"That, too. It was..."

" Pai nf ul ?"

"Ch, no!"

She sounded shocked.

"It was--" "Wbrth repeating?"
She smled, her |ips noving against his salty, danp chest.

"Well, |1've never cared to be thought greedy, but..."



Rogan chuckl ed.

G eedy was the last word in the world to describe this
wondr ous
creature he had marri ed.

It would take a lifetinme to tell her all the ways in which
she was

infinitely nore precious to himthan anything else in this
worl d or the

next, but then, they had a lifetine.

"Unfortunately for you, you married a greedy nan.
reckon we' re just

going to have to work things out between us so that |
don't have todo

Wi t hout you for nore than a few hours a day."

Kat hl een lifted her head to get a better |ook at his eyes.
"W are?

Rogan, | don't see how that's possible, even if we wanted
it.

So far, she had no real assurance that they both did
want it,
al t hough every instinct she possessed told her she was
finally home in
the truest sense of the word." |1've always heard it said
t hat
mariners' w ves spent nost of their days al one.

Cupping her face in his hands, Rogan smled at her, his
eyes al ready
gl eam ng once nore with passion.

“I'f you'd hoped to have an:easy tine of it, lolling about,
gossi pi ng

away your days with :the other wonen, you're in for a

di sappoi nt nent,

Prinrose. Seens this mariner has devel oped a powerful
hunger to have

his woman by his side. What would you say to sailing with



me now and
agai n?"

"What about the chickens?"

"Gve '"emto Anps."

"And the cat?"

"Drown the beggar!™

She gri nned.

"Then | reckon | don't have any real objection, if you're
sure you want

ne. n

Rogan | eaned over, blew out the |l anp and reached for her
again.

"Let me just set your mnd at ease on that point, |ove."
And he did.
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