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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The brigantine Colorado, sailing under a light breeze, prepared to turn westward from the placid blue-green waters of the Irish Sea toward the brutal cold of the North Atlantic. Under billowy clouds drifting lazily across a deep-blue summer sky, Tom leaned out over the railing for one last nostalgic look at the vibrant green mountains of England. It was breathtaking, the last of his homeland he would ever see.

      Tom, his young and very pregnant wife Annie, his little brother Joey, and his sister Edie with her husband Andrew and five young children were on their way to America. With clenched jaw and resentment churning in his stomach, he was haunted by the thoughts that swirled in his mind. Their home had been burned to the ground, and they’d been driven from the British Isles by the industrial might of an aristocratic class hell-bent on subduing the common man. They carried with them all that remained of their old life in the two small trunks Tom’s mam Martha had given them along with all the money she had. In her final sacrifice for her family, Martha, now homeless, remained in Liverpool to care for Papa, who’d been ravaged by black lung. Tom would never forget the look in Mam’s eyes, as she stood on the dock watching the Colorado carry away all she loved in this life, never to return. It near tore his heart out. He had wiped at his runny nose before waving his final farewell to her. Tom would take nothing else with him to America but memories—his boyhood in the mines, the education Mam had sacrificed everything to give him, and the disasters caused by uncaring industrial aristocrats that had taken his Grand, Tigger, Mica, and of course, Lydia, the soulmate he’d adored beyond all else on earth.
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        * * *

      

      “Ladies and gents!” thundered the voice from the quarterdeck of the brigantine Colorado.

      Tom and Annie, uncomfortably heavy with child, halted their conversation midsentence. To hear their rugged American captain speak, they eased over to join the rest of their family.

      “I’m Captain William Preston, and this here’s my ship, the Colorado!” A man of medium height in his mid-forties, the captain had a hardened look about him, with muscular forearms, brooding eyes, and a bushy, sun-bleached beard that framed his face from his ears to below his chin. “If ya ain’t bound for New York Harbor, you’re on the wrong boat.”

      The throng of passengers shifted closer to listen.

      Annie leaned over and whispered into Tom’s ear, “He looks like a mischievous rascal peering through a hedge, considerin’ mischief!”

      Tom frowned. “Hmm.” He furrowed his brow.

      “Just sayin’.” She smiled, holding his arm tighter.

      Captain Preston’s voice was stern. “There’s only one hard-and-fast rule on board this ship to concern yerself with.” He paused for effect and the passengers fell silent. They were from all over Europe, most strangers to one another. Standing clustered in families, the groups maintained an uneasy separation. It was clear to Tom that many were concerned for the seaworthiness of this bucket of soggy timbers.

      “While yer on my ship, you’ll be under my rule and mine alone.” Squinting in the morning sunshine, Captain Preston’s steely eyes looked squarely into those of each man and woman. “On board this brig, my word is like the iron rule of God Almighty. You’ll obey it, or suffer the consequences.” He paused again, this time to spit out a chaw of tobacco that slid across the deck. “On the length and breadth of this little brig, I lay down the law, to be brutally enforced with the power to cast judgment over life and death.”

      “There’s yer mischievous rascal,” Tom echoed back Annie’s words. “I wouldn’t suggest testing his resolve.”

      “You’re free to inspect the ship with me if ya like.” The captain turned and pointed to a tall, burly sailor with a four-day growth covering his leathery face. “Or, if ya wish, ya can join my first mate Mr. Jenkins here for a tour belowdecks.”

      There was a gleam of unyielding determination in Captain Preston’s life-hardened eyes. “He clearly intends to remind us he holds our lives in his hands for the next two fortnights,” Tom said. He reached for Annie’s arm to help steady her as they walked the rolling deck. “I’m thinking he’s gonna be a force to be reckoned with. I pray to God it’s a force for good.”

      Tom’s family of ten souls followed the captain across the deck to an open hatchway that led to the hold below. “How are you feeling?” Tom asked Annie, his arm still entwined with hers.

      “A bit like a beached whale, but I’m fine.” She held tight to his arm, trying to adjust to the undulating sea below their feet. “Thank you, Thomas.”

      “For what?”

      With her hand resting on her belly, she gave him a serious look. “For everything. For marrying me. For being the good man you are. For taking me to America.”

      The captain turned to those following him and pointed. “This here’s the aft hatchway ta get ta yer quarters. This be the midship quarterdeck hatch to the hold, where you’re welcome ta store yer trunks. But . . .” His tone grew grave. “Once they’re stored, you’re forbidden to touch those trunks until we dock in New York.”

      Captain Preston ducked into the hatch. He beckoned for the others to follow down the steep, narrow stairway. Tom clung to the damp railing with one hand, and with his opposite arm, he cautiously steadied his expectant wife as they descended the creaky steps into the musty shadows of the galley below. Both were eager to see their home for the next two fortnights.

      “Watch yer head, gents, or ya might lose it. It’s a bit dodgy in these shadows down here.” Captain Preston pointed to the grimy, dilapidated dungeon ahead. It measured just ten by fifteen feet. “This be the galley and the common.”

      Tom’s senses were assaulted by the smell of mold, mildew, and decaying fish, by the taste of salt in the humid air. He felt a tightening in his chest and found it difficult to breathe in the stuffy warmth of the close quarters.

      Captain Preston gestured toward the bulky, rolled-up sail and mast on the galley floor. “Once the storms rip away the main mast, we’ll use this spare one here in front of the portholes. Should be more light down here after that.”

      Keeping his head down, Tom stared numbly at the tight quarters, his eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness. The small space included a cook’s galley, latrine, and two large teak tables. He wondered how all the strangers lodged here would manage to live and eat together. But real astonishment hit when Captain Preston pulled back a canvas curtain and announced, “This here will be the stateroom for the Hobson family.”

      The captain stepped aside, allowing Edie and her husband Andrew to see into the cramped quarters. The sleeping bunks looked like they were built for dwarfs.

      Tom peered over his sister’s shoulder. The term “stateroom” had rolled so luxuriously off the tongue when he had first read it. The reality was five feet wide by five and a half long, with no windows, no ventilation, and a ceiling that, like the common room’s, was not high enough for Andrew or Tom to stand erect.

      “Don’t fret yer choice of staterooms, folks. They’re all the same.”

      Tom noted that two boxed-in bunks had been crammed against the wall facing the canvas-covered opening. Each was shoulder width, one atop the other, just long enough for a man to sleep in the fetal position, with the occupant’s nose nearly touching the bunk above or the ceiling. A grown man wouldn’t even have the space to turn over.

      “It’s gonna be difficult to fit our whole family in here without knocking elbows,” Edie said anxiously to the captain. ”And how will we fit all our things?”

      “Oh no, Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Wright will be joinin’ ya as well. Be quite cozy,” Captain Preston said in an encouraging tone. He pointed to the floor. “Stow the things you can’t do without right down here between the bunks. Pile ’em up to the first bunk. Don’t worry about havin’ space ta stand. You’ll be surprised how grateful you’ll be ta have yer things close. And when yer rollin’ around on your bunk, pukin’ yer guts out in the heavy seas, at least ya won’t have far to fall.” Captain Preston turned to go. “I’ll leave you folks to sort out the details while I show the rest their rooms.”

      Tom, Annie, and the rest of the family were left staring at each other.

      “Excuse me, pardon me, Captain.” A primly dressed lady standing behind Captain Preston tapped him impatiently with a silk-gloved hand.

      The captain spun around to face the woman. “Ma’am?” Her interruption brought a cold, sharp edge to his voice. “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure.”

      Annie had never seen a woman dressed like this before. Near Annie’s height and just a bit older, the passenger had a style and elegance that seemed ageless. Her auburn hair was combed back, held in place with a stunning whalebone barrette. She had rouged cheeks that highlighted her flawless pale skin. She was dressed in a trim, fitted blue dress with black silk buttons marching up her neck as well as a long matching coat. A paisley shawl hung about her shoulders, and the ensemble was accented by silk gloves. Her voice indicated she was well taken care of and educated, blessed with an upper-class upbringing, in stark contrast to the other passengers. But it was her self-assured boldness that really set her apart.

      One brow raised, the woman’s gray-green eyes narrowed to an impertinent gaze that swept the captain from head to foot. “You’re American!”

      “Yes, ma’am,” answered Captain Preston with an untampered grin. “Born and bred on the docks of New England. Me pap’s a longshoreman and Ma’s a barmaid. Been at sea since twelve. We do things a bit different where I come from, ma’am.”

      “Really!” The woman pulled off her gloves and put a hand with polished, bright red fingernails on her hip. “My name is Mrs. Rachel Rollins Stone,” she replied haughtily to the captain’s brash, unfiltered comments. “My husband, Gabriel Stone, and I have just arrived from London. I’m sorry we missed your introduction. It was delightful and enlightening, I’m sure.” There was an edge of condescension in her voice. “Mr. Stone is still busy taking care of some luggage business with your bosun.”

      Annie leaned over and whispered into Tom’s ear, “Isn’t Gabriel Stone your new benefactor in the Comstock Silver Mine?”

      Tom, arms folded, pulled his brows together and frowned. A dour cast in his eyes, he looked down at the woman in silence.

      Mrs. Stone pointed to an alert, freckle-faced young girl. “This is my daughter, Abigail.”

      Twelve-year-old Abigail, with her flaming-red hair in pigtails, politely curtsied, tipped her head, then stood quietly beside her mam, paying rapt attention to Captain Preston’s words.

      “What can I do for you, Mrs. Stone?” the captain asked with cool amusement.

      “I don’t think there is enough room in here for my husband to even stand up,” a perturbed Mrs. Stone replied.

      “Is there anything else, ma’am?”

      “I heard your comment about rolling around in bunks and such. I was wondering if we might get seasick on this voyage?” Mrs. Stone asked, apprehension creeping into her voice.

      “Well, Mrs. Rachel Rollins Stone, I suspect even before we’re out of sight of land, you and most all the passengers will be seasick.” The captain spoke loudly enough for all to hear. “And for many, that’ll just be the beginning. That first rough patch after we leave the warm waters of the Gulf Stream is followed by the North Atlantic. Ya can expect ta see some real weather in those icy waters. And all bets are off if we run into a bad nor’easter, or God forbid, a hurricane. ’Tis the season in the straits of Nova Scotia.” Preston raised a brow. “If we do, all hell will break loose.” The captain paused to let his comments sink in.

      “Ma’am, what do you weigh right now?” he asked, the question harboring such command that Mrs. Stone’s confidence seemed to crack, and she had no choice but to answer honestly. “About nine stone,” she whispered, her brows raised, trying to appear self-assured. Clearly, she was rattled waiting for the captain’s point to be made.

      “That’s about a hundred and twenty-five pounds,” the captain estimated with a wry smile. “My guess, Mrs. Rachel Rollins Stone, you’ll be so seasick in yer little stateroom, you’ll be lucky to arrive in New York weighing over a hundred pounds. And your husband, ma’am, I wouldn’t worry about his head hitting the ceiling. I suspect he’ll be spending most of the voyage lyin’ flat on his back in his berth, begging to be back in Westminster.”

      The captain, calm and confident, locked his gaze on her, a hint of green mirth flashing in his steely gray eyes. “Have a nice day, ma’am.” He tapped his hat, and with that he was on to the next room.

      The rest of the passengers stood in stunned silence, eyes wide, mouths agape, joining Mrs. Stone in staring after the unrepentant captain as he walked off. Many looked as if they were already seasick, despite still being in the calm waters of the Irish Sea.

      Tom chuckled, leaning down to whisper in Annie’s ear, “I think I might like this captain.”

      “If they’re friends of Bishop Walker, I’m sure the Stones will be very nice,” Annie murmured, hopeful.

      “I’m not bettin’ on it.” Tom frowned, consternation showing in his furrowed brows. “And for heaven’s sake, Annie,” he pleaded, “please don’t fuss over this lord and his lady, especially in your condition. They can take care of themselves.” But Tom knew Annie would ignore his request. “I’ll be spending my days on deck working with the crew. Some nights, too, I suspect. I’ll not be much help to you and the family belowdecks. Joey is already eating and sleeping in the crew’s quarters. So, please, Annie . . .”

      “I’ll be fine, Thomas, but thank you for worrying about me.”

      “Right!” Tom shook his head and rolled his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Annie, exhausted, sat alone on deck alongside her family’s luggage, taking a moment to rest her feet while Tom checked on his work assignments with the first mate, Mr. Jenkins.

      “You be Mrs. Wright?”

      Annie looked up, raising her hand to shade her eyes from the sun. The sailor’s foul smell made her recoil. “I am.” She nodded, a vague recollection of the man who stood before her returning, but from where? There was something in his demeanor that sent a chill skittering down her spine.

      He was tall, wiry, with a well-worn body and sparse, stringy hair sticking out from under his cap. The shadow of the bill kept his face partially hidden from her. Still, she could see he was agitated, suspiciously scanning the deck for observers. An open frown contorting a long scar running across his weathered face revealed a graveyard of broken, rotting, and missing teeth.

      Concentrating hard, her body tense, she pulled her brows together. “Can I help you, sir?”

      “I’ll help ya with ’em trunks down ta da hold.”

      “That is very kind of you, sir.” She wasn’t about to go anywhere with him.

      He didn’t respond. He wasn’t looking at her; he was staring at Tom and Joey, who were talking to Mr. Jenkins in the distance.

      “May I have your name, sir?”

      Peering down at her, he considered her question with a scowl. She could see his eyes now. They were vacant, leering, and they kindled a spark in her memory. They were eyes she would never forget. The fire—Boo Black. This man had been one of Boo’s thugs, standing in the background when Boo burned their house and all those in it to the ground that night.

      “Name’s Jacque,” he muttered. “Jacque Croquet.”

      Annie’s hand flew up to cover her face. To extinguish the shock in her expression. She turned away.

      “Ya want dat help or not, lady?”

      The blood drained from her face. “Thank you, but no,” she whispered with an uneasy frown.

      “Suit yerself, lady,” he sneered, turning and walking away.

      Annie felt dizzy, but didn’t she often feel that way in her expectant state? She turned back to watch him disappear into the shadows, clenching her shaking hands tighter on the two trunk handles.

      “Oh, Thomas, be careful.” Her lower lip quivered. “I must warn him!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Two days out of port and as promised the weather had turned after leaving the warm waters of the Gulf Stream. Annie, bundled in her coat, stood at the rail, arm in arm with Thomas on the biting cold morning.

      “Tell me again how it’s going to be,” Annie begged as she looked up into Thomas’s eyes. “I love to see your face light up when you talk about our future on our own land, where we’re gonna raise our children in the Sierra Nevada mountains of California.” She put a comforting hand on her swelling belly.

      Tom looked down with a heartfelt smile. His imagination came to life. Eyes dancing, he shared dreams that had held him hostage for as long as he could remember. “In America, a man is only limited by his own ambition, imagination, and willingness to work hard. Judged solely by character, what he can do with his own two hands and the mind the good Lord gave him.” He paused. “People aren’t owned by aristocrats, the company store, nor are they subject to a tyrannical government. Folks are free to pursue the life of their own choosing.”

      For better or worse, Annie knew she was destined to spend the rest of her life in love with this man and his dreams.

      Tom turned to look out to sea, across the bleak, fog-covered North Atlantic, which seamlessly blended with the dark-gray skies overhead. His visionary eyes alighted with excitement on their future home, which shimmered in his mind. His thoughts ran free, allowing dazzling prospects to capture his imagination. “Can you imagine it—to live your life on your own land with no one to tell you what you must do? How you must raise your family. No one to take your leave of.”

      “I can’t wait.” Annie sighed, hopelessly under his spell. She slid closer beside him, her arms intertwined in his, leaning her head against his shoulder. “Tell me more, Thomas.”

      Tom filled his lungs with the sweet ocean air. He focused intently on the adventure that lay before them. “Out west in California, they have unsettled land as far as the eye can see. Mountains, fertile valleys, long, empty shorelines. It’s just there for the taking. I hear tell they’ve got gold nuggets in the streams that a man can pick up when he has a mind to.”

      Annie, maybe a bit skeptical, was nevertheless caught up in the longing she sensed in her husband’s vision of America.

      “I want land, acres of it, with a crystal-clear stream running right through it. Land is the only thing that lasts. It’s not just the symbol of wealth—land is wealth.”

      “I suppose it is.”

      “We’ll grow our own vegetables, alfalfa, maybe even have a fruit orchard. And pigs. Yes—big, fat, noisy ones that roll around in the mud.”

      Annie crinkled up her nose. “What is it with you and your pigs!” Her brows pulled together in a frown. “You have an obsession with that animal.”

      “I want to go fishing in my own brook.” Tom was too distracted by his dream to respond to her complaint. “I want to catch trout with a pole.” He had been captivated by the wonderful fluorescent colors of the trout in the pooling pond of Spring Hollow, their muscular, torsional beauty and iridescent patterns glistening in the sun like an imprinted code of life left by God’s own hand. They had seemed so close, with their white-tipped fins wimpling in the water. It was almost like he could reach out and touch them. “Can you imagine?”

      Annie, as always, couldn’t help but catch Thomas’s enthusiasm when he lost himself in sharing his daydreams of life in America. “I could send you and our boys out to catch our evening dinner while I play with our little ones on the floor in front of the fire in our own home.”

      “Trout for dinner, just as nice as you please. Streams so clear you can drink from ’em. Clear as icicles. None of that black water thick with coal tailings.”

      “Edie and her family could have a cabin just across the pasture.” Annie paused, her own eyes now filled with the wonder of it all. “The whole family could join us for dinner on Sundays, Joey and his new wife too.”

      “Gotta find that boy a wife.”

      Annie giggled. “Maybe there’s a squaw out there in the Wild West?”

      “Livin’ off the land, just ’cause we have a mind to.” Tom gazed out across the ocean pathway to their future. “Aye, I ’spect it’ll be heaven on earth.”

      “All of our friends and family living nearby.”

      “No friends.” Tom frowned, shaking his head, pulling his brows together in discontent. “Nobody outside of family around to bother us with their problems.”

      “Oh, Thomas. Don’t be an old prude.” She rolled her eyes and frowned. “We gotta have friends and a church nearby where we can visit, have picnics. You may be a handsome brute, but I still have some work to do with your misguided thinking.”

      Tom shrugged, lifted his brows, and said with tight lips, “No church.”

      “Well, aren’t you the cynical one, Thomas Wright! Could there be anything more American than family, friends, and faith in the Almighty?” Annie’s brows knitted together. She looked thoughtfully at her husband. He still had his demons; he was still fighting the dragon. Annie wondered if she would ever have sway over him . . . like Lydia had. The thought pained her, but she was determined to at least be a force for good in his life.

      “I can’t wait to have my children with you, Thomas. A family of our own, living on our own land in the California mountains. I want to watch them play in the meadows. Run down to that stream of yours. No more filthy alleyways, sewage running in front of our coal miner’s shanty, smoke filling the sky overhead, or living with rats. Just meadows, brooks, fresh air, and mountains to climb.”

      Tom gazed down at her. She was leaning against his shoulder, looking out to sea, sharing in the wonder. He smiled.

      “You know, I promised Mam I’d find out what happened to my brother George.”

      “You’re a good son!”

      “I can imagine he stood right here looking back at this same scene when he left us those many years ago. After losing both his wife and baby . . . to think of him going all alone on his great adventure . . .” Tom looked down at Annie. “I’m so glad I have you as my traveling companion.”

      Glancing up at him, Annie smiled. His traveling companion, she thought. A feather stirred in her stomach. She balled up her hands against the turbulence rising in her chest. For a few moments she had forgotten—forgotten she would never be first in his heart.

      Tenderly, she ran her fingertips over the boyhood scars on the back of Tom’s callused hands. She traced the memories of his heartbreaking losses. Her heart bled for him. So much pain and suffering. In the wake of these tragedies, the burden of caring for his entire family when he was only a boy himself, the loss of his soulmate, he had been left with anger, distrust, and a tremendous drive to succeed. His determined hands revealed the promise that every hurt could be healed and every dream reached if given the opportunity. She lifted her head off his shoulder, gazing up at him. His unalterable determination was one of the things she admired most about him, but it scared her too. What she wanted, but dare not say, was not financial success or even a home on their own land. What she wanted was to be a mother, have her own family surrounding her. What she wanted was her husband’s heart. She knew she would never be the great love Lydia was. Nor would his love for her ever match hers for him. What Annie hoped for beyond all else was to be loved and cherished by her husband and to be a mother surrounded by a loving family.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Stone, Mrs. Stone? I’m Tom Wright. And this is my wife Annie.”

      Gabriel Stone seemed preoccupied, responding with a perfunctory touch of his hat. “Nice to meet you, Wright.” He looked uninterested, being only as polite as good breeding demanded. “Mrs. Wright.” He looked past Tom, glancing around the deck.

      Annie offered a warm smile. “Pleased to meet you both.”

      But Mrs. Stone, too, proffered a disinterested reception.

      “It’s Rachel, isn’t it?” Annie asked.

      “Why yes,” she answered, glancing in her direction, seeming as distracted as her husband.

      Annie continued pursuing a conversation. “I understand your daughter has already met our niece Elizabeth, and like twelve-year-olds do, they’ve decided to be new best friends.”

      “Oh, is that so?” With wide eyes, Mrs. Stone looked down her nose, offering the obligatory nod of acknowledgment. “Abigail certainly has a lot of friends.”

      Tom glanced at Annie, his brows furrowed, his mouth curling down. He’d experienced this kind of discourteous reception before from the upper classes and didn’t much like it.

      Gabriel, catching sight of the captain, excused himself with an abrupt wave of his hand. “I’m sorry, but I must speak with the captain.”

      Rachel, looking upset, followed suit, excusing herself with a cool but courteous nod.

      “That went well. And I thought they might be snobbish.” Tom shrugged, attempting to shed his annoyance. “I hope I don’t end up punching this son of a match factory owner in the nose before we get to New York.”

      “That’d go over well with your benefactor.” Annie sighed. “Give ’em a chance, Thomas. Maybe he had live frogs for breakfast?”

      “What?” Tom laughed. “Can’t you at least let me have my petty irritation in peace.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      By the morning of the fourth day, the warm waters of the Irish Sea had been eclipsed by the icy cold of the North Atlantic. A translucent fog hovered over the surface of the vast ocean, enveloping the Colorado, floating silent on the placid beauty of the water. With her light-air sails ballooning aloft from the ends of the spars, the ship had the eerie appearance of lace ruffling in the indiscernible wind.

      Annie, on break for a bit of fresh air topside, smiled at Tom and Joey, still new to the work of mopping the deck. “You two are going to need to get a lot better at this if I’m gonna be able to hire you out when we get into port.”

      Tom laughed. “That’s not gonna happen.”

      Flashes of light appeared on the distant horizon above the gray line of the ocean.

      “What was that?” Joey stopped to look up. “Did you see it?”

      Tom, his brows knitted together in concentration, looked into the distance. “There it is again.”

      Annie, with her hand shading her eyes, frowned. “I saw it.”

      “It looks like lightning.” Tom’s eyes went round. “Wow! That was a big one.” Then came the faint sound of thunder.

      “Squall!” yelled the captain as he ran from the deck to the bridge. “Prepare to meet the gale, Mr. Jenkins.”

      “Aye, sir.” Mr. Jenkins turned to the crew, shouting out instructions. “Batten down the hatches; lower the main, stanchions, and topgallant sails, bow and aft; tie off all on deck we don’t want goin’ ta the bottom.” The lightning, coming faster now, electrified the sky. A clap of thunder followed close behind.

      “You there.” Captain Preston pointed to Tom and Joey, who were standing wide-eyed in confusion. “Help those men secure the animals and food crates,” he blared, pointing to the reel of line on the bulkhead. “Tie ’em down before they’re washed into the sea. And damn it, get those passengers belowdecks.”

      “Go down Annie, now.”

      Her worried eyes ablaze, Annie cautioned, “Be safe, you two.” Within moments the morning fog enveloping the Colorado had been swept away by cold, whistling winds, driving Annie and the few beleaguered passengers belowdecks.

      Tom, confused in the swirling chaos, yelled at Joey over the din of the storm, “Help me with this crate.”

      Joey froze, staring at the crate.

      With an anxious frown, Tom wrapped a rope around the crate, threw the loose end to Joey, and instructed him to tie it to the bulkhead. Then he moved on to the next.

      The funnel of the spinning cyclone was coming right at them, moving fast. It extended high into the clouds. Like a furious monster rising out of the sea with outstretched arms, the storm lorded over the little brig.

      It was almost impossible to stand upright in the driving wind and rain. Captain Preston spun around on Tom. His steely gray eyes bore into him. “Leave the rest of the cargo and lash yerselves down,” he growled, pointing to the main mast pole just behind Tom.

      But Tom and Joey hesitated in the whiplash of the storm; a lightning strike nearly hit the deck.

      “By God, man, that’s an order. Both of ya!” the captain boomed. “If ya get washed overboard, we ain’t comin’ after ya.”

      “Come on.” Tom grabbed Joey by the arm, pulled him to the mast, and with fumbling fingers, quickly did as ordered. But even as Tom finished lashing himself and his brother, he could tell the gale was about to tear the sails right off the rigging. Tom’s pounding heart was caught in his throat, his face blasted by furious wind and rain. He could hardly breathe, and powerless to move, he was just trying to save himself.

      The storm had come so fast. The Colorado, now completely engulfed in vicious winds and drenching rain, was seemingly entirely at the mercy of the cyclone. Lightning struck with a flash that lit up the skies like noonday, then quickly all went dark again in the deafening thunder that shook the little ship.

      In the disorienting gusts, Captain Preston stood alone, tethered to the forward bridge and firing out commands to save his ship. But despite the desperation of the sailors to do as ordered, the winds blew too hard to lower the sails further. Driving rains pummeling the deck made it almost impossible for Tom to see sailors as they were blown off their feet while scurrying for safety. Wide-eyed, his heart pounding, cold hands shaking, he watched sailors trying to save themselves. They slid across the deck grabbing at masts, bulkheads, anything tethered against the furious rush of water.

      There was no one left to defend the Colorado in the seventy-knot howling winds whipping the sea into a frenzy and tearing through the mainsail. With the crack of splintering wood just above his head, Tom saw the center mast split to half its length. Tom’s heart and breathing stopped. His eyes were wide with fear. The thousand-pound mast beam slammed onto the deck in a thunderous crash that shook the rivets right out of the hull. Tom leaped in his traces, and with his heart in his throat, he thought for a moment that they were heading to the bottom. The little brig shuddered, lurched, and dipped to one side as a swell that was tall as a three-story building rushed over the deck, into every nook and cranny, lifting hoists, crates, and everything else not securely tied down, sweeping it away into the sea. Tom watched in horror as sheep, chickens, and other livestock slid by him, eyes wild and frightened as they washed overboard through wide openings between the railings. Lost forever.

      Then, quick as she had arrived, the cyclone was gone. But her damage was done. There was devastation everywhere. Animals and cargo crates of fresh vegetables gone; equipment destroyed; the broken main mast lying in a mountainous shamble of shrouds and splintered wood on the deck. And the Colorado was still three thousand miles from her destination.
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        * * *

      

      Only two weeks out of Liverpool and rough seas had made it necessary to keep the hatchways closed most of the time. Fresh air no longer swept through the dank confines of the staterooms. The smell of sickness, sweat, mold, and vomit permeated everywhere belowdecks, an ideal breeding ground for disease. Gripping biliousness led to more sickness, boredom, anxiety, and depression. Passengers and crew alike were plagued by lice, fleas, and all manner of what the sailors called “arithmetic bugs” because they added to their troubles, subtracted from their pleasures, divided their attention, and multiplied like hell. Most all in the family had fallen dreadfully ill. To make matters worse, because of the losses from the storm, the remaining food was rationed.

      With so many sick, Tom was needed topside. He worked long days and slept in the crew’s quarters, leaving Annie to care for the rest of the family by herself. Only Elizabeth and Abigail Stone were able to help. The three Good Samaritans flitted from one sickbed to the next, cleaning up foul messes, offering food, water, and any help they could. But they could do little more than comfort the sick and bandage injuries.

      Each night Annie fell into bed exhausted only to arise before dawn the next morning. She struggled to stay on her feet, doing her best to aid as many people as she could in her compromised condition. All her days and nights seemed to run together.

      “I don’t know what to do, Annie.” A very sick Edie was beside herself with worry, her two-year-old Tommy laying across her breasts so dreadfully ill. “He just lies in my arms staring at me, eyes wide, whimpering.” Tears of frustration flowed down her cheeks. “I can do nothing to get him to eat!”

      “Here, let me take him for a while.” Annie leaned down and slid her arms under the fragile, defenseless little boy.

      “Auntie Annie, I hurt.”

      Smiling and singing a lullaby, Annie rocked him in her arms. Sweat beaded on his weary little brow; his heart pounded fast as Annie held him. His face was pale and drawn, and he struggled for air through lips tinged blue.

      As much as she could, Annie tried to ease Edie’s burden, but Edie’s fearful worry and little sleep had only made things worse for mother and child.

      “I know he’s hungry, but what am I to do? I cannot get him to eat anything,” Edie lamented. “He can’t seem to find the strength.”

      “I’m so sorry, honey,” Annie said, trying to comfort her. But like her own little Henry, without nourishing food Tommy would become too exhausted to fight, and then no one would be able to forestall the inevitable. And so would go the light of joy from this young mother’s heart. “Let me see what we can do.”

      “Oh, please, Annie,” Edie pleaded in a panic, hope in her eyes. “I don’t know what I’ll do if . . .” She heaved great, ragged sobs between her hacking coughs.

      Annie leaned down and put a hand on her sister-in-law’s shoulder. “You’re a wonderful mother.” Her heart broke for her. Even if they didn’t talk of their love or share their feelings openly, Annie knew the bond would always be there. “You’ve done all you can.”
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        * * *

      

      The cuisine on board the Colorado had been disappointing from the beginning, but after the storm, the food became downright inedible. Mr. Bunnings, the cook—though it seemed a travesty to call him that, for he knew little of the art—was a pudgy, miserable little man, with greasy black hair, rotting teeth, thick spectacles, and the temperament of a troll. He clearly despised his work and didn’t seem to care a whit about what he served his patrons, nor the difficulty they had in keeping it down. Annie and her two helpers did what they could, but it was clear some passengers would not survive the voyage, and she considered Mr. Bunnings a despicable accomplice to their demise. He seemed to ignore all complaints, serving rotten tomatoes with every meal. Rotten tomatoes with hard tack, with festering cheese, with moldy breaded stew.

      “This is disgusting!” Rachel complained, then proceeded to heave up what she had just choked down. This only served as a catalyst for her husband to unleash his meal.

      Acting upon her promise to Edie and concern for little Tommy, Annie confronted Mr. Bunnings. “What is this you’re serving these poor folks?” She glared at the cook. “We might rather starve. You’re doing more to kill off those you’re charged to nourish than the pestilence they’re suffering from.”

      “Take it or leave it. ’Tis a good bit of fruit salad for the scurvy,” Mr. Bunnings growled.

      “Oh, please, Mr. Bunnings.” Annie looked at him in disgust. “Tomatoes may be a fruit, but even the simplest of fools knows a bowl of rotting tomatoes don’t make fruit salad.”

      “There ain’t nothin’ wrong with ’em,” retorted Mr. Bunnings in his hard, nasally Brooklyn accent.

      “That’s enough, Mr. Bunnings. These folks need nourishment, not poisoning!” Annie insisted. “No more rotten tomatoes—please!”

      While all watched, he tipped back his head and dropped in a moldy, rotten tomato, gulping it down like a rabid animal, putrid juices dripping off his chin. All the while, he was laughing at a pale-faced Annie, who could do nothing but retch. “No, lady,” he added, as Annie turned away in disgust, “it’s delicious!”

      “Oh, Mr. Bunnings.” Rachel’s eyes narrowed in revulsion. The mere sight was enough to dislodge what little nourishment she had left in her stomach.

      “Under pain of death, we will not down another rotten tomato,” Annie announced. “I’m talking about your death, mister.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Despite Annie’s best efforts during the first weeks at sea, most of the passengers remained sick. Most were forced to lie in cold, wet berths, fighting the persistent rolling of the sea, beset by bloody elbows, knees, ankles, and bed sores from bumping in the cramped bunk. Rachel Stone hardly spoke, and a feeble Gabriel moaned in the bunk beside her.

      “Abby, I am fearfully cold,” whimpered a despondent Rachel. “I’m going to be sick!”

      “I’ve a bowl for you, Mam.” But before Abby could strategically place the bowl, the brig lurched forward, and Rachel vomited from one end of their stateroom to the other.

      Tears welled up in Abby’s eyes, but without a word she began scrubbing the floor and cleaning their belongings yet again.

      “I am so sorry, Abby.”

      Hearing Rachel’s discouraged cries, Annie stepped into the Stones’ stateroom.

      “How can I help?”

      “I’ve made such a mess of things for Abigail,” Rachel cried, wiping the tears from her eyes. “I’m such a nuisance.”

      “Nonsense. It’s not your fault,” Annie said softly. “We’re here to help, and if not for you, we’d be in with cranky old Mrs. Blanchet. Right, Abby?”

      Abby tried to laugh without crying.

      Rachel raised her hand weakly. “Thank you, Annie.”

      “Let’s clean up those elbows, shall we? They’re all bloody.” Annie began to unroll a cotton bandage from her pocket. “And let’s make you a little more comfortable.” Annie propped Rachel up and gently washed and dressed each elbow, speaking soft, encouraging words. “You’ll feel better when you’re clean and have dry bedding—fair enough?”

      “Oh, Annie. You are an angel sent from heaven. How will I ever be able to repay your kindness?”

      “I’m sure you’d do the same for me.”

      “No, I wouldn’t. And I’m ashamed to admit it.”

      Annie gave a faint smile to Rachel’s confession, then turned to face Mr. Stone.

      “How are you feeling this morning?”

      He gave a weak smile. “I’m a bit better thanks to you, Annie. And please, call me Gabriel. I think we can dispense with Mr. Stone now that you’ve seen me at my worst. We’ll never forget what you’ve done here.”

      “I’ll send Thomas down when he gets a break to help you get cleaned up and changed into fresh clothes. The girls can change your bedding too.” Before leaving, Annie offered a compassionate smile to both.

      “You’re doing the work of two, Annie,” said Gabriel feebly. “And in your condition. God bless you.”

      “You can thank your very capable daughter.”

      “And if you don’t mind, you very capable young lady,” he said, smiling at his daughter. “I’d appreciate it if you could help me get to the loo?”

      “Please, Gabriel, show a little class,” Rachel chimed in.

      “It comes when I least expect it,” Gabriel added shakily as Abby helped her papa out of the room.

      Rachel looked weakly at Annie. “You’re remarkable. And I apologize for not telling you that earlier.”

      “Thank you.” Annie reached out to give Rachel’s arm a comforting touch. “Well, I’d like to stay and talk, but I need to check on my sister’s two-year-old before I run out of steam.”

      “How is Tommy?”

      Annie was quiet. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “Tommy’s very sick,” she said with a sigh. “It breaks my heart to see him like this. Edie is beside herself with worry, poor thing.” Annie looked on gravely, not wanting to drag Rachel through the whole of it. It broke Annie’s heart to see Edie, the lines etched into her brow, trying to comfort Tommy. “The whole family feels helpless, praying for a miracle. No one in the family can keep their meals down. All look like the walking dead, except Elizabeth, of course. She spends much of her day waiting on the rest.”

      “Of course, Mr. Bunning’s meals are horrific, but Elizabeth and Abby seem to have iron stomachs.” Rachel paused, looking at Annie. “Are there many like Tommy on board?”

      “Captain Preston says he suspects there will be deaths before we arrive in Castle Garden; unfortunately, some will be little children.”

      Rachel, lost in thought, nodded wearily.

      Annie wrung her hands and took a deep breath to help control her emotions. “I’m scared for these little ones.” She couldn’t help but think of her own little Henry, her nephew Tommy, and the other terribly sick children and their desperate families.

      “It must be so hard to lose a child,” Rachel whispered. “Abigail was our miracle baby after the frustration of trying for years. I thank the Lord every day for her. I don’t think I could go on if I lost her.”

      Annie swallowed. “It’s hard . . .” she trailed off, looking away, her thoughts far off in heart-wrenching memory.

      “I’m so sorry, Annie.” Rachel reached out and took her hand. “That was thoughtless of me.”

      Annie stared at the floor without a word. Pushing back the memories of loss—her own last visit to her little Henry’s gravesite.

      “How is it,” Annie questioned, “that we can love a child so deeply we willingly give up a portion of our lives, and even risk death for them? How can our love be so strong that we voluntarily subject ourselves to the pain, vulnerability, and the heartache? And when we lose them, our hearts seem broken beyond repair.”

      “Children seem to leave us mothers teetering between transcendent joy and unfathomable pain.”

      “Yet we keep coming back for more of the same?” Annie looked up with a soft smile.

      Rachel glanced at Annie’s burgeoning belly. “God bless you, Annie.” She paused. “When I consider my feelings for Abigail, I sometimes think maternal love is as close to divine love as it gets. No one will ever love your Henry as much as you do. It’s your contribution to eternity.”

      Annie nodded. “Thank you.” She squeezed Rachel’s hand. “I think your friendship is going to be a blessing to me.”

      “To us both. You have a giving heart, Annie. I was so wrong to think of you in any other way when first we met. You’re showing me what selfless charity looks like.” Rachel paused again. “I don’t know if time heals all wounds, but I hope this new baby helps to ease the pain of your loss.”

      Annie placed a hand on her belly, so close to the miracle growing inside her. She felt a kick, which brought a shy smile as she looked up at a wide-eyed Rachel. “Despite it all, some things about being with child are downright wonderous, aren’t they?” She sighed.

      Rachel offered a comforting pat on Annie’s belly and smiled. “They are. Carrying and bearing Abigail was without question the most miraculous time of my life.”

      Annie pulled in a deep breath. “When Henry died, I was crushed—no, demolished. I tried to put on my most confident face for everyone around me, but inside, my whole being was in turmoil.” Annie stared into the empty space. “He died as babies often do, gently and without complaint.”

      “Maybe they hang on to life so weakly because they’ve spent such little time here with us, the memory of heaven still living fresh within them,” Rachel responded, solemn. “They don’t seem to fear death as we do.”

      “Thomas doesn’t talk to me about it. Oh, how I wish he would. I suppose he thinks he’s being strong for me. I can’t bear to tell him it isn’t working.”

      “Well, I’m excited for you, Annie,” Rachel said, upbeat. “You’re healthy, and I’m betting this will be a gorgeous baby.”
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        * * *

      

      Annie stood beside Thomas feeling the weight of tension as they watched a mother and child, wrapped in a single sheet, cast overboard. With her broken heart lodged in her throat, Annie observed the two bodies bobbing on the rolling swells until they were finally claimed by the sea. The poor father stood silent at the railing, gripping it hard, nothing left but his grief, tears running down his cheeks.

      Overwhelmed, the dam in Annie’s heart broke, unleashing a wave of suffocating despair. “I couldn’t help them,” she whispered, recalling the hopeless feeling in her shattered soul as she had watched the baby’s eyes close for the last time, his tiny veins pulsing beneath porcelain skin . . . once . . . twice . . . then no more. And as his life had slipped away, so went the light of life from this young mother’s heart. “I just sat there . . . useless. Please, God, forgive me!”

      Thomas turned to her, wide-eyed. “Annie, look at you. You’re exhausted, chalky pale. Your hands are shaking.” He paused, brows pulled together. “You can’t do this any longer. You can’t get so involved with these people’s lives, especially in your condition.”

      She turned on him in anger. She was scared, confused. “What is wrong with you, Thomas?” She lashed out in frustration. “Do you have no heart?”

      “They’re not your problem, Annie.”

      “This could be our little Tommy in a few days and . . .” Not wanting to say something she’d regret, Annie stormed off.
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        * * *

      

      Having sent Elizabeth to Mr. Bunnings for a bit of meat broth and mashed potato soup, Annie sat beside an exhausted Edie, patting a cool cloth on Tommy’s forehead. It tore at her already broken heart to watch this desperate mother holding her very sick little boy’s despondent gaze as he lay deathly quiet in her arms.

      “Oh Annie, I feel so helpless. What can I do?” Edie repeated, heartsick, disillusioned. “He doesn’t even cry. He just stares at me. I can’t get him to eat.” She cried, tears rolling down her cheeks. “What kind of mother am I?”

      For three long days and three desperately long nights, Edie had held her little boy, trying to comfort him, to encourage his will to live, to coax him into eating something. Tommy was so exhausted and weak that Annie was not sure how much longer he could fight. She feared no one could forestall the inevitable.

      “Aunt Annie?” Elizabeth handed Annie a bowl. “This is all Mr. Bunnings said he could spare.”

      Annie looked down at the watery, rotting tomatoes, green mold growing along the edges. The heat of anger rose to her face. “Where is he?”

      “Up on deck taking a smoke.”

      “Thank you, Elizabeth,” Annie whispered, dumping the contents of the bowl in the trash can. She’d lost one little one. She wasn’t about to lose another. “I’ll be back.”
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        * * *

      

      Both crew and passengers alike were lounging on deck when Annie climbed the stairs from the hold with a gunnysack full of rotten tomatoes in one hand and a broom handle in the other. In long, determined strides, with teeth gritted, eyes fierce, she pushed through the crowd of lesser creatures, crossing the deck to where the cook leaned against the mast, smoke drifting upward from a rolled cigarette dangling from his fingertips.

      “Whadda ya want, lady?” Mr. Bunnings sneered when he saw her frown, raised brows, and pursed lips.

      Passengers and curious deckhands alike stood silent, watching the unfolding scene.

      Annie slammed the broom handle against the bulkhead so hard it sent a whack echoing the length of the little ship. Bunnings jumped, raising his hands to protect his face. “Watch out with dat there stick.”

      “Ah, good, I have your attention.” Annie spit out her words with cold contempt.

      If anyone on deck had not been paying attention before, they certainly were now.

      “You have bullied and abused those under your care, Mr. Bunnings. You’ve little skill in the art of cooking, using rancid oil, dirty pots, and pathetic fare.” She paused and stared. “I might even be able to abide your incompetence, if it were not for your arrogant lack of concern for those you serve.”

      He cringed at this crazy woman, raising his hands for protection.

      “I am a good judge of character, sir, and yours is sorely lacking. God never intended for sick folks to eat so miserably.” She put out her hand. “Give me the key to your private food stores, Mr. Bunnings. Oh yes, I know you have them.”

      “I’m not giving you nothin’.”

      Without another word, Annie, fuming now, swung the broom handle in a cross hook at his head. He ducked, and the handle gave a loud thwack as it hit the mast pole he’d been leaning against. “The key.” She reached out her hand.

      “Okay, lady!” Mr. Bunnings screeched in fear, frantically reaching into his pocket for the key with one hand while he held up the other for protection

      With key in hand, Annie left Mr. Bunnings smarting from the rebuke, and while all else on deck watched her, mouths hanging open, she proceeded to the railing. One by one, Annie threw the rotten tomatoes as far out into the sea as she could.

      Tom stood on the bridge with Captain Preston, both watching the scene play out. When Annie had finished throwing all the tomatoes overboard, all eyes on deck shifted to the captain.

      The captain’s red face was without expression. But then his eyes crinkled into bright gray-blue slits and he burst out in strangled laughter, slapping his thigh. He bent in such mirth that despite all the discipline on board, passengers and crew alike delighted in the amusement and gave Annie a standing ovation.

      “Well, Mr. Wright, that’s one hell of a woman ya got there.” Preston grinned. “I wouldn’t cross her!” Continuing to laugh, he turned to walk back to his cabin. “Yep, ya best be mindin’ yer p’s and q’s.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tom stood at the door of Captain Preston’s cabin. He knocked twice.

      “Who is it?”

      “Tom Wright, sir. Hoping I might have a word?”

      “Come in, Mr. Wright.” Captain Preston opened the door, and stepping aside, he ushered Tom into his inner sanctum.

      It was a different world within the walls of the captain’s cabin. Polished walnut bookcases lined the aft wall, holding books on every subject imaginable. Navigation maps lined the forward and port walls, with mementos of every kind scattered around the well-organized cabin. Artifacts from ports all over the world were displayed on his African walnut desk.

      The captain gestured toward a large, cushioned mahogany chair. Tom sat, and the captain took his chair behind the desk on the starboard wall below a brass porthole open to allow a fresh breeze and a little sunshine.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Wright?” With an intelligent, quizzical look in his eyes, which peered out from a forest of whiskers, the captain folded his hands and placed them in front of an open book on his desk.

      “Sorry for interrupting, sir.” Tom put aside any further formalities. As always, the captain seemed interested in getting to the point. “As you well know, we have some very sick children below who need fruit, fresh vegetables, and quality meat.” Tom paused. “Understand you have some private food stores. Hoping you might part with some under the circumstances, sir,” Tom requested firmly.

      Captain Preston frowned. Folding his fists together under his chin, he looked at Tom for a long moment, seeming to judge the depth of his resolve. “Is it necessary?”

      Tom returned his steady gaze. “Essential, sir!”

      With a slight chuckle, he responded, “You certainly seem determined, Mr. Wright.”

      “It’s my wife, sir. On this subject she has very strong opinions. Unbendable, really!”

      “Oh yes, Mrs. Wright.” He smiled knowingly. “I would venture ta say yer wife’s sentiments about Mr. Bunnings’s cooking skills and the fare he serves are widely held,” the captain answered matter-of-factly. “I’ve also heard your wife is well acquainted with that particular skill—ran a butcher shop, I hear, servin’ meals?” He paused, waiting for a response to the compliment, but without response, Tom continued to look the captain in the eye.

      “Hmm!” Captain Preston sat up, put his elbows on the desk, rubbed his whiskered chin, then said in a respectful tone, “Let me see what I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      “Aunt Annie?” Elizabeth whispered, anxious.

      Annie, sitting beside a sleeping Edie after eating her first good meal in days, pressed a cool, wet cloth on a very sick little Tommy’s forehead. She spun around. “Yes, honey,” she whispered.

      “Uncle Thomas.” She paused. “He’s in the galley asking if you might please join him for a minute?”

      “Sure.” Annie tiptoed out of their stateroom.

      Standing in the middle of the empty galley was her husband, holding two live chickens, one dangling upside down from each hand.

      “What is this?” She looked on, wide-eyed. “Where did you get those?”

      “Apparently, Captain Preston has been through storms before. He had a few private crates of his own stashed away.”

      “Really, and how did you commandeer them from our captain?”

      “Well, he decided he best not risk your wrath.”

      “That’s not funny, Thomas.”

      “You’re right. I figured we needed some good chicken soup for my namesake and the rest of the family. I have a bit of fruit and some vegetables as well.”

      “Really?” Annie gave him a sly, questioning look.

      “I suppose, you being a butcher and all, you know what to do with these.”

      “I do!”

      “And do you think this may return me to your good graces?”

      “Maybe.” Annie reached out to take the two chickens, trying her best to keep her stern composure.

      “You’ve got full kitchen privileges now.” He paused, admiring her determination. “A small conciliation from our captain after your dressing down of Mr. Bunnings.”

      “Trust me, Bunnings is not touching these two little darlings.”

      “Now don’t go sharing my chickens with them other sick folks.” He squinted at her, knowing Annie would ignore him.

      Heading toward the preparation quarter, she turned and looked over her shoulder. “Thank you, Thomas!” A warm smile swept across her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel, I’ve brought you and Gabriel a little dinner.” Annie helped Rachel sit up in her bed, handing them each a bowl of chicken soup.

      “Thank you.” Gabriel breathed in the enticing aroma. “This doesn’t seem like Mr. Bunnings’s usual fare. Do I taste a bit of real chicken?”

      “Hmm! Mostly broth.” Annie smiled softly, not revealing her culinary secrets. “You look much better all cleaned up.”

      “I feel much better, thank you,” a grateful Gabriel responded. “Thomas, is he doing well?”

      “Well enough. So many sailors are sick that both Thomas and Joey are working double shifts. I’ll be able to hire ’em out as deckhands by the time we get to New York.”

      Rachel’s eyes flickered with a smile.

      “Maybe I’ll get some fresh air, topside.” Gabriel dragged himself out of bed and shuffled his way out of the room.

      “Have you spent much time on deck, Annie?” Rachel asked.

      “This morning with Thomas. He spends every day and most nights working now. He sleeps with the crew to give the rest of the family more room.”

      “I’m sorry you’re stuck down here taking care of us.” Rachel frowned. “What’s the weather like?”

      “Balmy. Sea pigs jumping everywhere. The crew caught several big ones. We’ll be having sea pig for dinner tonight. A nice respite from . . . whatever it is Mr. Bunnings has been serving these past three weeks.”

      “What are sea pigs?”

      “That’s what the sailors call ’em. I suspect they have another name. The most odd-looking fish with stubby pink noses.” Annie’s eyes sparkled with a smile. “Interesting creatures! They swim in schools pacing the ship, and sail right out of the water.”

      “I’d love to see them,” Rachel said. “I need to get out of this bed. I’m missing it all.”

      Annie smiled as she worked to clean up and bandage elbows. “How did you first meet Mr. Stone?”

      Rachel returned the smile. “Believe it or not, we met at Oxford. I was a secretary in the English Department and fell in love with this handsome student who wanted to be an English professor.” Rachel frowned again. “But Gabriel’s father wouldn’t have it. He joined the family business, planted behind a desk in London’s financial district, until . . .”

      Annie waited for her to continue.

      “When the market collapsed, we lost everything—the maids, the London flat, the horses, the carriage. It all went to auction. All we own now is in those two trunks.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Rachel’s eyes grew cloudy. “My father-in-law swooped in, insisting Gabriel take this position in Virginia City in his newly acquired Comstock Silver Mine. ‘I acquired this company in the colonies to toughen you up,’ he said. ‘Get your thinking right. Take over for me here someday.’ Of course, desperate for anything, we agreed. We actually relished the idea. On our own, away from his overbearing father lording over us.”

      Annie was silent for a moment. “It must have been difficult to lose all that,” she replied before looking away.

      “Oh, Annie. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I must sound thoughtless, after all the struggles you and Thomas have had to endure.”

      Annie forced a smile, thinking of her little Henry. “I suppose it’s all relative. We’re looking forward to our new life.”

      “You always seem to make the best of every situation, Annie. I hope we have many long years of friendship ahead of us.”

      “I do too.” Annie returned Rachel’s smile.
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        * * *

      

      Benjamin Dreyfus was a small man who took small steps. His green eyes sparkled with intelligence under his tufts of gray brows. He had big ears, a prominent nose, and sparse silver hair that crinkled and spilled over his forehead. It seemed that, if at any moment a strong breeze were to pass through his stateroom, it might whisk him up out of the hold and into the clouds. And although his teeth were crooked, slanting this way and that, Annie couldn’t help but reciprocate her favorite patient’s contagious enthusiasm for life.

      She often rushed through her rounds just to get to him. She wasn’t sure why the bright, welcoming smile of this kindly old gentleman brought such warmth to her, but it always seemed to, starting with the moment she walked into his room. He inspired her. And some days, Annie felt awkward, as though Benjamin were the parent and she the child. He often scolded her for wasting her time with an old man instead of being with her family. She didn’t dare tell Tom.

      “I married my Jenny when I was eighteen,” he whispered in Annie’s ear. “She, only fifteen.” His whole face lit up when he talked of her. “She was the most beautiful girl in the entire village. But after we lost our home and we had to leave our village, my Jenny passed of a broken heart . . .” As he sat on the edge of his bed, his sallow eyes looked up nostalgically. “It was then I knew I had to bring our youngest to America to join his older brother.”

      “It must have been devastating after your daughter . . .” Annie couldn’t bear to say the words. His teenage daughter had been raped and murdered by the Prussian troops after their home was burned to the ground. All because they were Jewish.

      “My Abraham lives in Brooklyn, ya know. He’s got a good job working for family and a beautiful wife. And I’ve got a photograph of my four near-perfect grandchildren.” Benjamin refused to let his troubles dampen his spirit. “I’m very fortunate to have such good boys.” Despite all his troubles, his struggle with age and sickness, Benjamin was always delightful. He refused to wither. He was determined to go on for his youngest son Isaac.

      One morning, Annie was feeling sorry for herself, burdened by her struggles—wanting more from Tom. Heavy with child, every part of her body seemed to ache. She was impatient for a family, a home of her own, the love of her husband. And in a weak moment, she shared her concerns with Benjamin.

      “The pushes and pulls of life.” He frowned. “You want one thing, but you have been given another. Something hurts inside, and you can’t seem to get over it. Is that it, Annie?” He paused, seeming to ponder the thought.

      “It sounds so inconsequential, after all you . . .”

      “Of course it’s not.” He gave her a smile that melted her heart. “It’s the tensions of life?”

      She gave a lopsided grin. “It’s like a wrestling match, isn’t it?”

      He chuckled. “It kinda is. And most of us live in the middle between what we want and what we get. The trick is to be thankful for our blessings.” Benjamin’s face brightened. “Even when you look like a pathetic old man, there is always something to be grateful for. Sometimes we take our blessings for granted even when we know we shouldn’t.”

      Annie wiped at the moisture in her eye. “I can see how useful it might be to put a limit on my self-pity—maybe keep it under a minute each day.”

      “My only advice: Just try not to chase the wrong things, focus on what is important; be grateful for the blessings God has given you.” Benjamin looked into Annie’s eyes. “Learn how to give out love, then to let it come in when it’s returned.” His eyes crinkled around their edges. “And remember this, my dear beautiful young lady: There is nothing more important in life than family.” He smiled. “Families are forever.”

      Benjamin Dreyfus was determined to bravely cross that final bridge between life and death with dignity. And no matter how burdensome Annie’s day was, his heartwarming smile lifted her spirits. He was a humble man who lived with courage, with humor, with composure. And his optimism filled his life like an overflowing soup bowl, and Annie’s too.

      Annie leaned over and kissed his cheek. And as always, she left him with a little more warmth in her heart and lift in her step.
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        * * *

      

      On an early evening four weeks out of Liverpool, upon calm, languorous seas, a strange, magnificent ship approached. Its cluster of enormous sails billowed brilliantly in the blood-red sunset. It dwarfed the Colorado, with markings suggesting it was out of Africa, heading toward London.

      “Mr. Wright, please collect letters from the passengers that they’d like to send home. We’ll be boarding this ship, exchanging mail,” Captain Preston called out. “Maybe join them in a bit of prayer.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Tom hurried belowdecks to share the news with Annie, but when he found her on her hands and knees cleaning up the remains of a passenger’s unleashed breakfast, a frustrated worry eclipsed his better judgment. “Ah, Annie, get off that floor.” He reached down and helped her up.

      “Thank you, Thomas.” The look in her tired eyes, her trembling hand atop her swelling belly, her full breasts, hard hips, and frazzled countenance told the story. The long hours of caring for the sick and needy belowdecks in the dank, bilious air, with the boat rocking and rolling on rough seas, had taken its toll on his very pregnant wife.

      “Annie, why do you overtax yourself so?” he whispered in irritation. “I don’t understand. Why do you care so much about these people? You’re with child, for heaven’s sake. Don’t you have enough to concern yourself without looking after . . . You are not your brother’s keeper.”

      “Don’t be such a curmudgeon, Thomas. I want to help where I can,” she replied. “I feel better when I can help.”

      Tom frowned in frustration, knowing his advice would go unheeded. “I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m sorry, Thomas. I’d agree with you, but then we’d both be wrong!”

      “What am I to do with you?” He shook his head. “You seem to have compassion for everyone but yourself.”

      “Just like your mother.” She smiled. “Think of us as limited editions.”

      “You’re right there.” Tom frowned again. “Well, I don’t want you on your knees cleaning up someone else’s messes anymore today. I’ll finish cleaning up this mess, after I collect the letters. Now go topside, please! I’ll join you when I’m done here.”

      Annie nodded her acquiescence. “Thank you, Thomas!”
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        * * *

      

      Annie helped Rachel out of bed. And together, they made their way up the stairs to the upper deck. It was a welcome respite from the cloistered space below. She pulled in her first deep breath of fresh air in three days.

      The enormous ship looked magnificent, glistening golden in the setting sun, rising tall out of a placid sea.

      “Mr. Wright, do you have those letters?” Captain Preston called out as Tom came up the stairs.

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Like to join us, Mr. Wright? Deliver the letters yerself?”

      “I would, sir.” Tom fell in beside Captain Preston, grateful for a change of scenery.

      Annie stood beside Rachel at the railing, watching her husband and the others climb aboard the longboat. The bosun lowered them into the sea and she fixed her eyes on the skiff as the crewmen rowed the distance over the glassy surface reflecting the magnificent ship.

      Out of bed for the first time in weeks, Rachel stood enthralled. “This has to be one of the most beautiful pictures God has ever painted.”

      “Yes,” Annie agreed.

      “How is Edie’s little Tommy doing?”

      “Much better. Thank you for asking. We thought we were going to lose him, then miraculously he made a turn for the better. Poor Edie and Andrew are still very sick in bed, but Tommy’s improvement has seemed to help them as well.”

      “That is wonderful.”

      As the longboat reached the great ship, Rachel turned her gaze toward her daughter and Elizabeth standing at the bow, both watching the scene, intent upon not missing a thing. They were holding hands, giggling in delight, Elizabeth’s blond hair whipping in a whisp of breeze. Abigail’s bright red curls danced in her excitement as they chatted.

      Seeing the love in Rachel’s eyes, Annie smiled. “They make a striking pair, don’t they?”

      Rachel nodded. “They’ve grown close in these past weeks.”

      “Separated only long enough to sleep!”

      The friendship between a coal miner’s daughter and a well-to-do West Londoner was an enigma. Admirably, both had overlooked class distinction and the darkness of misunderstanding to break the bonds of prejudice. In their innocence, both ignored culture, class, age, religion, and their inability to speak French, German, Italian, Portuguese, or even Welsh. Instead, they shared a common language that all on board seemed to understand—loving kindness and respect for others.

      “You know, Annie,” Rachel began, grabbing hold of Annie’s arm for support. “All three of you have become respected by passengers and crew alike. We’re forever indebted to you.” Then with a sober smile and a squeeze of Annie’s arm, Rachel added, “God bless you for opening my eyes!”

      Annie smiled back, appreciative of Rachel’s sentiment.

      They continued watching Abigail and Elizabeth, arm in arm, wearing exhausted, teary-eyed smiles, fixated on the unfolding scene. Seeing them giggle with each other, reminding Annie they were still young girls. Annie tried to imagine what future lay in store for them beyond the beautiful ship, whose shadowed silhouette loomed ominous on the evening glass of this languid sea.
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        * * *

      

      The mood quickly changed when the longboat returned to the Colorado, after only a brief absence, and the tall ship resumed its course eastward into the darkening evening. The normally loquacious sailors were quiet, sullen, and brooding. They filed off the longboat, their heads hung down. Annie noticed the lines of distress on Tom’s face as he climbed aboard the Colorado still holding the stack of letters.

      Gabriel approached him, but Tom put up a warning hand, waving him off as he headed toward the stern. Gabriel, seeing his letter still in Tom’s hand, ignored him.

      “What the hell, you didn’t deliver it,” Gabriel blurted angrily. “That was an important letter to my father.”

      Tom spun to face him. His lips were turned down in anger. “To hell with your letter,” he said coldly, his eyes blazing. He spoke loud enough for all on deck to hear, throwing down the stack of bound letters. They skidded across the deck toward the captain, who was the last to step aboard.

      “You had no right. That letter to my father was important.”

      “Your letter, humph. You damn aristocrat. Your father, who condones the abuse of young girls, sending them to their death in his match factories. Not much better than them damn slavers in their big ship.” Tom was standing eye to eye with Gabriel as he coldly made his point. “I wouldn’t give them anything of ours. Yes, they were on their way back to London—after delivering their human cargo in Brazil and trading their filthy lucre in our new country. I only wish we’d been armed. I wish to God Almighty we could have sent that foul ship to the bottom.”

      Tom turned and continued to the stern, where he stood alone, looking out to sea. His mind was reeling at what he had seen. He could still hear the clanking chains against the hull, see them swinging in the swell, with dried blood, excrement, and rotting flesh stuck to the sides of the hold. The evidence of debauchery, death, and destruction of those poor souls. The villainy of the crew seemed to be everywhere. Tom was sick to his stomach just thinking of the men, women, and children facing certain death or even worse.

      Tom gagged, then vomited over the railing.

      The captain, without saying a further word to passenger or crew, joined Tom at the railing. He stood quiet beside him and put his hand on Tom’s shoulder in an unusual expression of comfort. His stern countenance and riveted jaw, set like cold, hard steel, conveyed a message that the rest on board should keep their distance.

      For a time Annie stayed away, allowing Tom to be by himself. But as the sun set in the west and the light of a rising moon shimmered on the sea, she came to stand beside her husband.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked. Tom’s pale, blood-drained face reflected the awful sight he had seen.

      “I’m not sure. I know what I’ve seen and heard and felt today will be imprinted on my mind forever.”

      As the Colorado sailed silent into the setting sun, Tom leaned onto the bowsprit, unaware of Annie’s arm intertwined with his. He stared down at the foaming water being sliced and peeled off the bow to reveal the deep undercoat of blue-green sea glass sparkling in the soft light. The undulations of the sea beneath their hull brought a weightlessness to the deck, rising and falling away again like a ballasted balloon beneath their feet. The endless graying sky above and deep darkness of the ocean below blended without edges. It seemed so immense that Tom’s mind was unable to take in the vastness. His lungs could not breathe it in. He felt small, insignificant, inconsequential.

      “The smell was awful,” Tom shared as though he must. “The taste of death was in the air, even before we stepped on the deck of that awful ship.”

      “Oh, Thomas.”

      “They had not secured the chains in the hold. And the sounds of their clanging sent a chill through me. The heaviness in the air. Then I saw . . .” Tom gagged.

      “It must have been horrific.”

      Tom knew that without seeing it, Annie couldn’t really fathom it. He rubbed his hands on his shirt to erase any trace of the ship he had touched, but it didn’t seem to leave him. “It was a dark ship, an evil ship! There were no prayers to be said for those sailors or their godforsaken souls.” Tom paused. “I wanted them all to pay, but I did nothing.” With his elbows on the railing, he put his head in his hands. His heart in his throat, he felt panic. “I wanted to.”
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