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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dear Readers,


[image: ]




There are times that a writer just wants to pen something different. This story features older characters who aren’t rich, titled, or peers. They don’t have extravagant homes, jewels, or clothing. But they’re honest and good folks, and I hope they’ll entertain you this Christmas season. The story has been in the works for years, and finally I had time to write it.

Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays from my house to yours.

Sandra
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To Michele. Ever since we brainstormed this idea a few years ago, I’ve wanted to write it. Now I finally had time. Thanks for always being there, and for feeding me ideas, no matter how obscure.
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An unexpected romance at Christmastide proves it’s never too late to realize the secret dreams of the heart.

Recently retired from the Royal Navy, much acclaimed Captain Bartholomew Grayson has come home to London. He’s looking forward to the Christmastide season, especially now that he’s adopted a ten-year-old former cabin boy. The waif needs a family and Bartholomew wants to recapture the joy of his own childhood. Too bad the fly in the ointment is a strong-willed harridan with a tart mouth intent on stealing his cargo.

On the shelf and well past the first and second blooms of youth, Miss Felicity Cowan has made peace with the fact she’ll never know love or have a family of her own. The daughter of a shipping merchant, she keeps inventory for her father’s imports. The remainder of her time is spent as companion to a cantankerous elderly widow, but she’s determined to enjoy herself this holiday season. If only a foul-mouthed, bad-tempered ship captain hadn’t got her dander up at first meeting.

Immediate loathing turns into attraction, even more so when Bartholomew discovers Felicity is part of his household. Though all hell breaks loose for the first few days, there’s magic and mischief afoot that works to throw him and Felicity together at every turn. When a surprise romance comes about, they do everything they can to circumvent the fall, but if they can stop clinging to old excuses, they might just find what they’ve wanted all along.
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Grayson residence

Grosvenor Square,

London, England

December 15, 1817

“There’s too much of a chill in the air. My joints are protesting it.”

Miss Felicity Cowan tamped down the urge to roll her eyes heavenward as her employer, Mrs. Rebecca Grayson, complained for the third time about the ambient temperature in the drawing room. The woman was at least five and sixty if she was a day, but though Felicity had worked as her companion for the last few years, her exact age remained a secret.

Her temperament, however, had not.

“Might I suggest a shawl or putting that nice fur-lined blanket over your legs?” she finally responded in the sickly-sweet voice she reserved for those times when her charge was especially trying. “Or perhaps I could ring for a footman to light the fire?” If the old woman was cold, it was her own fault. Ever since her husband had passed on, she’d become exceedingly frugal, which meant she refused to have a fire in the drawing room before December twentieth, unless there were guests.

And Mrs. Grayson rarely entertained. She claimed that ever since her son went to sea, she didn’t feel like celebrating anything.

The widow screwed up her face into an unflattering mask. “Absolutely not. I’ve survived much colder Decembers than this.”

“Ah, then you’re used to the chill.” By sheer willpower, Felicity stopped short of outright grinning.

“Yes, well, during January of 1811, the River Thames froze over. Never once did I light a fire in here until it was truly needed.”

Felicity wondered if that wasn’t what had hastened Mr. Grayson to the grave, for he’d expired from severe congestion of the lungs which had grown into a bad case of pneumonia. But she kept those thoughts to herself. Instead, she checked off an item on the shipping invoice she studied and said, “That doesn’t make you a figure of example, Mrs. Grayson.”

The older lady snorted. “Perhaps, but I also survived the winter of 1813/1814. It was one of the coldest on record.”

“Yes, I’m well aware. London held a Frost Fair on the frozen River Thames that year. In fact, I took you to that bit of entertainment. It was the first year I served as your companion.”

“And the second year my son spent on the seas on his last stint in the dratted Navy, and yet he’s still not returned.” Annoyance hung heavy on her words. Felicity didn’t blame her, for the post was spotty at best, and worrying over his whereabouts and fate must be quite stressful.

She nodded. “Don’t give up hope. I’m sure he’ll come home soon.” Felicity glanced across the room from her position at a small secretary desk. That year snow lay thickly all over London, and Town had been swathed in thick fog, made worse by people burning coal in their hearths to keep warm. It had been the one time Mrs. Grayson had broken her own rule. They’d had a fire in the drawing room a few days that winter, but the woman had been even more frugal the following winter. “I trust you haven’t forgotten last year’s cold,” she said for conversation. If nothing else, it distracted her from the problem of the numbers not adding up on the invoice she stared at.

“Of course not,” Mrs. Grayson was quick to respond. “No one will forget the year without a summer. The whole bloody year was cold.”

“I remember. It was quite odd.” The eruption of the Tambora volcano in East India had caused thick ash clouds that greatly affected temperatures on the Continent. Snow drifts had remained on the English hills in the countryside until late July, and by September the River Thames had frozen again. “I fear for our country if we suffer through another string of such winters.”

Last year had been trying, for the weather as well as the resulting shipping shortages and delays had aggravated Mrs. Grayson’s arthritis in her joints. It had also nearly sunk Felicity’s father’s business. To say nothing of ensuring there were very little outings of any kind for the widow. Additionally, everyone in London—perhaps not for the ultra-wealthy members of the haute ton—had to make do with scant ingredients for meals due to crops dying from the cold.

“I fear for my own health, but then, you wouldn’t mind me expiring early, would you?”

Felicity released a frustrated huff. “Of course, I don’t want you to die, but life would be ever more pleasant if you wouldn’t complain so much.”

Amusement flashed in her faded blue eyes—a true testament to how much she enjoyed their mock-argument. “You needn’t antagonize me at every turn, young woman,” she snapped as she pulled the fur-lined blanket close and arranged it over her legs. And she did so while seemingly never missing a stitch in the muffler she currently knitted with bright Turkey red wool. “Being economical is not a sin.”

“True, but conducting yourself without gratitude is,” Felicity responded without glancing up from a shipping invoice. She and Mrs. Grayson had this same quarrel a few times a week and had ever since Felicity had come into that woman’s employment. She could conduct the conversation by rote, and that was all to the good, for in addition to playing companion to the older lady, she also ran her father’s small import and export shipping outfit. It was his legacy and the only thing he’d left to her after his death.

And there was a glaring discrepancy in the invoice for goods she was supposed to have received this week. No doubt the shipment of silk still sat in someone’s hold. Well, drat. Now I’ll need to visit the docks. She suspected the sailors didn’t take her seriously due to her sex. Such things never occurred when her father was alive.

“You think I’m ungrateful for this life?” One of the older woman’s graying brown eyebrows rose in challenge.

“I do.” Felicity spared her a glance. “There are miracles and wonders all around us, but if you won’t open your eyes to see them, your life will always seem a drudgery, regardless of those with you who are working to make you as comfortable as you can be.”

For long moments, Mrs. Grayson remained silent, which was unusual for her. Only the clack of her ivory knitting needles punctuated the silence. “I appreciate what you do for me, Miss Cowan.”

Surprise bounced through Felicity’s chest, for she could count the times on one hand the widow had thanked her during her time as companion. “It makes me glad to hear, Mrs. Grayson.” Then she returned her attention to her invoice and scowled. “If they think they can short me twenty bolts of silk, they’re sorely wrong.”

“What are you mumbling about over there?” The older woman craned her neck as she looked in Felicity’s direction. “You’re always busy with paperwork. Perhaps too busy to dance attendance upon me,” she said and followed it up with a sniff.

“Believe it or not, I’m quite capable of doing two things at once.” She glanced at the older lady. “However, trying to run my father’s business just now is trying my patience.”

“Women should never sully their hands with merchant dealings.”

“I hardly think that’s a valid argument. I’m not a member of the ton and suffer through no such prejudice.” Felicity shrugged. “I need must do something with my life, for as you tell me nearly every week, I’m not growing any younger.” As if she needed the reminder. She was well aware that she was nearing the age of thirty, but for whatever reason, the widow delighted in telling her. Repeatedly. “Thus, the reason I am paying attention to the business. Once your son returns home, this will provide me with an income.”

That had been the one definitive fear lurking the back of her mind for the whole of her tenure as Mrs. Grayson’s companion. Captain Bartholomew Grayson had been away from England for a tick over three years, and according to the last missive Mrs. Grayson had from him—granted the letter had been dated a few months ago—indicated he expected to return to London as soon as he was able, for he aimed to retire from service.

The second he reclaimed residence in this house, there would be no need for Felicity’s presence. He could take up those reins, and then, as his mother also was fond of reminding her, when the captain married, his wife could play companion.

And Felicity wished that as yet unnamed woman the best fortune because the widow wasn’t an easy person to get on with.

“Well, I am connected with the ton, however loosely. My father’s first cousin is the Viscount Alby. Of course, the man will drink himself to death before long, but the connection is still there.”

“The beau monde isn’t the be all and end all of life.” Felicity crosschecked her invoice again with the list of supplies already sitting in the warehouse at the London docks. Everything was in order except for the missing silk. “Those people so high on the instep have no idea there that Town is full of everyday average people who are living quite fine lives without frittering away their time on doing nothing but spending money.” By and large, she had no use for the titled aristocrats in London. Unless they were using their privilege to help people worse off than they were, she refused to give them attention.

“Who is sinning now, girl? Judging someone isn’t attractive.”

Felicity gave into a grin. “Touché.” As unpleasant as the widow could sometimes be, she kept Felicity accountable, while she did the same for Mrs. Grayson. “Working a trade, especially if it’s in good standing, does wonders to bolster one’s self-esteem and builds up their gratitude.” She heaved a sigh and folded the invoice as well as the shipping manifest.

“Well, it’s good to know what you really think of people like me and my social standing.” Mrs. Grayson sniffed as if Felicity’s active roll in keeping her father’s business afloat was an afront to her personally. 

Oh, dear Lord, give me strength.

“You know that’s not true. I think quite highly of you, no matter your connections.” One thing Mrs. Grayson never wished for anyone to know was the fact she quietly supported many causes and charities throughout London, but oftentimes remained anonymous regarding her donations. Felicity quickly stuffed both sheets of paper into her reticule that rested on the secretary. Then she stood and approached the widow. “However, again I must impress upon you the fact you’d make a better impression—and more friends—if you weren’t forever showing the world what a sourpuss you can be.”

Oh, dear. I’ve overstepped.

Mrs. Grayson’s thin lips twitched at the corners. “I’d like to see how you view life when you’re my age and largely immobile.”

Felicity snorted. “You can walk just fine, but you’d rather have everyone dance attendance upon you, and I suspect you enjoy watching the servants scurry about hauling the Bath chair up and down the stairs.” This was also a familiar topic of discussion between them. She rarely required the chair.

“You’re the only person I’ll allow such disrespect.” She waved Felicity into a chair near the sofa where she sat. “But I’m not as stupid as you apparently believe.”

“Do stop.” Felicity settled upon the brocade cushion. Perhaps she should procure a dog for her employer this Christmastide. An animal would go a long way into cutting through the loneliness the lady experienced. “Why would you think that?”

“I’ve lived a fat lot longer than you, my girl.” Mrs. Grayson tapped her temple with a finger, and for the first time since the conversation began, the clack of her knitting needles ceased. “What you really need is a man who can take care of your father’s business.” She shot a smug grin her way. “To say nothing of what a man can do for you in other areas of life.”

A little over two years ago she’d lost her father. His shipping outfit was the only thing she had left of him. “Not this again.” When Felicity moved to stand, the widow shook her head and pointed an ivory needle at her. “I don’t need to catch a man.”

“Stay.” She issued the command as if Felicity were a canine. “Yes, this again.”

“But—”

“Stop and let me talk.” The widow returned to the muffler she was knitting. “I refuse to let you settle into a life of spinsterhood without giving you a chance at a dream that every woman has.” A hint of compassion mirrored in her eyes beneath her customary intent to appear crotchety. “You’ve spent the last three years with me, day in and day out, and while I’ve appreciated your companionship, you should have used part of that time to mingle with people your own age.”

“Why does it bother you if I have no prospects?” By increments, Felicity eased back again the chair. Faced with being cheated out of the missing bolts of silk, she hadn’t the strength to argue or banter with Mrs. Grayson. “I’m merely your companion, someone you’ll toss to the curb once your son returns home.”

Shock sprang into the widow’s faded eyes. “That’s not true.”

Felicity snorted. “No? How many times have you told me that?”

“Many times, but I do genuinely care, young woman.” She laid down her handiwork and regarded Felicity with sadness in her eyes. “Don’t you want a husband and a family?”

Did she? For too many years, Felicity hadn’t thought along those lines. Ten years ago, she’d lost her mother while she’d attempted to bring a much-wished-for second babe into the world. It had been the fifth such stillbirth, and unfortunately death had come for both her mother and the infant. Her father, God rest his soul, had struggled with grief for far too many years before he’d, too, succumbed to the Great Beyond. To Felicity’s way of thinking, love made a person incredibly vulnerable, and when that love was severed, the pain of parting was oftentimes insurmountable.

To say nothing of the fact that since her mother had toiled—and failed—to bring another baby into the world after Felicity had been born, why would she wish to go through possibly the same torment?

Unexpected tears sprang to her eyes. She blinked rapidly to keep them at bay, for it wouldn’t do to show such weakness before Mrs. Grayson. “Perhaps when I was younger and a starry-eyed girl, I did dream of being swept off my feet by a dashing gentleman.” She shrugged. “We would then live with all the happiness of the world, and nothing would ever go wrong.”

“You’re not an empty-headed miss that believes life is so saccharine.”

“No, I’m not.” Slowly, Felicity shook her head. “In theory, I believe in true love. My parents certainly had that. However, in practicality, love and romance are bad ideas, and once a woman has them, there’s only heartache in her future.” In some surprise, she stared at her employer, for she’d never once revealed such personal information about herself.

“You’re speaking of grief.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes. If my father hadn’t had his world upended by it, perhaps he would have been strong enough to survive that horrible bout of influenza.”

“Listen, Miss Cowan, a person can’t have love without grief. That’s the price we pay for knowing the ultimate joy, for having the honor of finding that one special person to spend our lives with, but every time we give away our hearts, we’re living on borrowed time.” The older woman shook her head. “That’s true about spouses, children, family members, close friends. None of us can escape death; we can only do the best we can with the time we’re allotted. And if we should love hard, fall quickly and deeply, that is our right.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Felicity traced a fingertip over the carved leaves on the arm of her wooden chair. “For the moment, I’m content enough living my life the way I am now.”

“Bah!” Mrs. Grayson waved a knitting needle. “Every woman should experience love and romance and give the same in return at least once in her life.” She narrowed her gaze on Felicity. “To say nothing to the experience of being bedded by a man who has a bit of skill.”

“Oh, please stop talking,” she whispered, much to herself while heat infused her cheeks. “I’m quite fine without all of... that.” Wasn’t she? Not for worlds would she admit that she longed for the intimacy being with a man brought. If she were honest, she would forego that to have a male friend. Perhaps if she grew comfortable around the opposite sex, she might feel better about putting herself into circumstances where she might meet one.

“Which just goes to show you know nothing about life beyond what you have now.” Mrs. Grayson chuckled. “My best advice? Don’t be a fool, girl. If you have a chance with a man who puts you at sixes and sevens, take it. The rest of the world will adjust, and it could very well prove the best decision you make.”

Or the worst, depending on one’s viewpoint. Felicity blew out a breath. “I’ll take your words under advisement.” Not wishing to carry on with the conversation, she shot from the chair so quickly her navy-blue skirting swished about her ankles. “For the moment, I must run down to my father’s shipping offices—”

“—where you still pay rent instead of putting that coin in a bank account,” Mrs. Grayson interrupted.

“—and once I iron out this error, I’ll come back here and take you on that drive you’ve been asking for,” Felicity continued as if the other woman hadn’t spoken. She leaned over the older woman and dropped a kiss upon the lace-rimmed cap she wore. “Behave yourself. Perhaps I’ll bring you a pastry or a treat from one of the cart vendors. You enjoy those above all things.” When everything was said and done, she really did care for the woman. “I shouldn’t be gone longer than a couple of hours.”

“Fine, fine, leave an old woman when she needs you the most.” The widow sniffed again. “Could be dead by the time you come back.”

“Ah, but you’re too stubborn and mean to die, remember?” Felicity called as she exited the room with a grin. It was their standard parting whenever one of them left the house alone.

No, for the moment, she wasn’t looking for a husband. There was nothing wrong with her life as it currently was.

For the most part.
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Captain Bartholomew Grayson carefully put a brass compass, a sextant, and a set of other instruments vital to marine navigation into his well-worn leather valise. Those were followed by an errant glove, a pair of woolen socks, and a silver button that had come loose from one of his naval uniforms. The rest of his belongings had already been packed away into his scuffed and battered leatherbound trunk awaiting transfer to his townhouse in Grosvenor Square.

For a few seconds, bittersweet sensations beset him, for he’d spent the last three years or so on the HMS Daedalus as its captain. The bulk of his adult life had been conducted upon the seas where he’d worked his way up the ladder, gaining promotions, until he’d finally attained the rank of captain. And with that, the command of the fine schooner.

But now, at the age of eight and thirty, he was compelled to step down from a life of adventure, to retire from the Royal Navy. It was time to follow a new path and perhaps finally chase the elusive thing that would fill an emptiness in his soul he’d felt all too often of late. Riding the waves, though still a lovely calling, didn’t fulfil him like it used to.

What he’d do for the remainder of his life was still a question that haunted him.

With a sigh, Bartholomew manipulated the buckles on the bag that secured it closed. “Well, that’s the last of it.” 

He’d pulled into port at the London Docks two days prior, but since the contents of the hold needed to be offloaded, he’d stayed on to oversee that operation. Plus, he wished to be certain his crew had fared well under his command. They had become friends and family over the years; it was difficult to leave them. Some of the men would remain in London, for their stints at sea were over, but some would return once a new captain was assigned to the schooner and repairs were completed. No doubt in the spring, the Daedalus would sail again to points unknown.

“It’s bleedin’ strange we’re leavin’ the ship today, Captain.” This from his cabin boy, Luke. A lad of just ten-years-old, the child was an orphan and had been for quite some time.

“Watch your language, Luke. We’re no longer on the sea, and in polite society, a gentleman is always conscious of how he talks.” Bartholomew softened the censure with a grin. “But yes, it is exceedingly odd.” 

The boy had attempted to pick his pocket while Bartholomew had been on leave in Port Royale, Jamaica three years prior. No doubt a product of a quick tryst between a prostitute and a randy sailor, from what he could gather, the boy had grown up on the streets of that city, bouncing from house to house, but mostly he’d spent his formative years without the benefit of a family or any sort of nurturing.

Until Bartholomew had come along and taken him beneath his wing, offering him the position of cabin boy if he promised not to steal from the crew. After a few months’ adjustment, Luke had fallen under the rules and so far, he was well on his way to becoming a model citizen... if he could remember the proper ways of speaking.

But all of that would soon be in the past, for Bartholomew intended to apply to Eton and hopefully the boy’s intelligence would be enough to gain entry to that school.

“I forget how to talk like you, Captain.” The boy frowned. He shoved a hand—tanned by the sun—through his mop of golden curls, and then he tugged at the collar of his linen shirt. “And I don’t like these bleedin’... er bloody...” When Bartholomew lifted an eyebrow, the boy blew out a breath. “These clothes. They itch and are uncomfortable, and I look like a proper prig.”

Bartholomew pressed his lips together to prevent a grin lest the child assume he was making jest of him. “If you’ll look closely, I’m wearing clothing along the same lines.” At least the child didn’t have cuffs and neither did he have a cravat, but the navy velvet jacket, the linen shirt, and his gray trousers made him into more than the waif he’d begun life as even if each piece was a tad outdated and a touch small for the boy’s thin frame. To say nothing of the boots that were too big with wadded socks in the toes. There hadn’t been many choices for him while onboard the schooner, and he grew like a weed. “Once we arrive home, I’ll have the tailor in and fit you up with proper clothes. It’s what my mother will expect.”

The boy’s expression turned to worry as he perched upon Bartholomew’s trunk. His own bag—small due to the fact he had no possessions to speak of—thudded to the floor. “What if I don’t fit in, Captain? What if the proper people don’t think I’m good enough?”

“I won’t lie to you, for there’s always that chance.” With a tight chest, Bartholomew went down on one knee before the boy and caught his gaze. “Just like while on the ship, we will continue to be honest with each other, correct?”

“Yes.” Luke nodded. Vulnerability shadowed his young face and reflected in his brown eyes.

“Right now, it’s the Christmastide season, and that means folks are a smidgeon more kind and polite... but not by much. I wouldn’t worry about fitting in. Once the winter holidays are over, I’m hoping you’ll be able to attend school. That’s where your mettle will come into being, for you’ll have to make it a point to be yourself and have your peers accept you for that.” He shrugged. “We all must do the same in whatever walk of life we’re going through.”

“You included?”

“Absolutely.” It was his turn to feel ill-at-ease. “I’ll admit, I haven’t needed to mingle within English society for quite some time. Life in London is much different than tarrying and doing the pretty in port cities .” He stared at the boy whose world would soon be upended. “As for being good enough? Well, that’s largely up to you. If you listen to the opinions of others, you’ll never be that, but if you’re confident in who you are—for yourself—then you’ll have the world at your feet. Add in some charm and your way will be much easier.”

Please God let the lad have learned how to behave and not to make a fool of him or me.

Slowly, Luke nodded. “You won’t leave me, will you?” Though he’d not spoken much of his past, Bartholomew had gleaned enough of his history to know he was fearful of being abandoned again.

How well I can relate.

“Of course not.” Bartholomew levered to his feet. As much as he’d like to reassure the boy with a hug or some other show of affection, he held back. For as long as he’d known him, Luke didn’t encourage physical touching. He held himself aloof from everyone, including those he’d known onboard ship, the ones he called family, no doubt for fear of being left behind. “You are under my care and protection. Adopted, more or less.” It had been a natural progression, for he couldn’t very well leave the boy to his own devices now that his stint in the Navy was over.

The boy continued to look at him, but his expression didn’t brighten. “I ain’t got a surname, Captain. That makes me less.”

Bartholomew sighed. “You don’t have a surname.” Perhaps changing things would take more time than he thought. “That’s no longer true. You’re a Grayson now, and that should make you proud.”

“I’ll try not to disappoint you.” Luke gave him a salute and then hopped off the trunk. “When do we eat? My belly’s empty, I’ll wager.”

This time Bartholomew allowed himself a chuckle. “Mine too. As soon as we arrive at the townhouse, I’ll order tea while I introduce you to my mother.” No doubt she’d be in shock, for he’d not mentioned his plans regarding Luke in his last letter. That decision hadn’t been fully made until weeks after the missive had been posted.

The sound of bootheels outside his cabin door alerted him to the presence of another person. When Bartholomew glanced up, he frowned at his first officer. “What’s amiss, Mr. Farmington? I assumed you’d left.”

“I was on my way out.” The man’s black hair almost blue beneath his hat gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. A knapsack lay slung over one shoulder. “However, there is a woman on the docks who’s demanding to see you.”

What was this, then? “Who is it?”

His first officer shrugged. “A Miss Cowan.” He gestured toward the side of the schooner and then pointed downward. “She’s not best pleased, and from the looks of things, she’ll come up the gangplank in two minutes.”

Why did the name ring alarm bells in his head? Bartholomew peered at the woman in question. He couldn’t see much, for she wore a straw bonnet decorated with navy silk flowers and matching satin ribbons that tied beneath her chin. The ever-present breeze that blew in off the water ruffled the hem of her plain navy skirts, and the black cloak engulfed her form. From his vantage point, there was nothing to recommend her, and he certainly couldn’t see her face.

“What does she want?” Never had he invited a female onboard his ship... except once, and that evening proved a disaster. That particular woman had decided to tell him she’d thrown him over for a man with a title, thereby breaking their engagement.

The wounds from that conversation had gone deep into his heart and had taken up roots. From that moment on, he hadn’t trusted another.

His first officer shrugged. “Something about missing bolts of silk. She’s quite adamant she has them back.”

He stifled the urge to curse, for Luke was watching. “Very well. Escort her up to my cabin. After that, I’m off.” Damn fool woman. None of them could be trusted.

“Will do, Captain.”

“Thank you.” He sighed with a nod. “I hope you’ll come ‘round while in London.” Outside of his shipmates, he didn’t have many close acquaintances. His first mate was as much of a best friend as he’d ever had.

“Of course. What would Christmastide be without sharing a glass of spirits with you?” Then Mr. Farmington left the ship while he returned to his cabin with Luke in tow.

Bartholomew glanced at the boy. Responsibility for his upbringing weighed heavily on his shoulders. “Take your bag and wait outside. We’ll depart directly.”

“Yes, sir.” Luke took hold of his sack and slunk from the room. He plopped himself on the deck to one side of the double doors.

Having no idea what the unexpected visitor wanted outside of quibbling, Bartholomew rested a hip against the edge of the square table he’d used as a desk and a place where he’d consulted maps and charts. He didn’t wait long, for soon enough Miss Cowan was shown onto the ship.

“Hello there, young man. Do you know where the captain of this ship is?” Her words, softly couched in a melodious voice, gave Bartholomew pause.

“Cap’s inside.” In his mind’s eye, he saw Luke hook a thumb over his shoulder. No doubt he’d also given the woman an incredulous look for the sole purpose of her not being familiar with a ship or how it worked... or of him not having set eyes on a woman since he’d been aboard.

At least she’d acknowledged the boy. Most would have overlooked him.

“Thank you, and Christmastide blessings to you.” She swept inside the cabin. Then she rested her gaze upon him, and there was lightning brewing in those dark brown eyes. “Are you the captain?”

“I am. What is your business with me?” If his words were gruffer than he’d intended, he couldn’t help it. He should have been well on his way home. To punctuate that fact, his stomach let out a loud growl.

“I see.” Both her eyebrows soared. Now that she was closer, he spied blonde curls on her forehead beneath the bonnet’s brim as well as those same-colored baby fine wisps at her nape. “And a good afternoon to you too.” She pulled a couple pieces of paper from her reticule. “I’m the daughter of Mr. Paul Cowan, of Cowan Imports, and I’m here because I’ve found a discrepancy on my invoice. What I ordered and what I received are two different things.” Her forthright tone took him aback as did her shaking the papers.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.” He crossed his arms at his chest and stared.

“What’s not to understand? I was promised twenty bolts of silk from the inventory in your hold. I received none of them, so I’d like the fabric. Now.” 

“All my cargo has been offloaded.”

“Where? Have you sent it on?” Something akin to panic threaded through her formerly dulcet tones. “Or is it in a warehouse?”

“How should I know, Miss Cowan? My responsibility was bringing the ship home. Once here, other men are assigned those tasks.”

“That’s not good enough.” Again, she shook the paperwork. “I have vendors waiting on that silk. It’s my livelihood and theirs, for customers are waiting on gowns from that silk.”
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