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				Dear Reader,

				

				Christmas stories are usually written at times other than December, because of publication necessities. I wrote these stories between January and May of 2019, without the emotions of the holiday season to provide motivation. 

				That seems appropriate for Regency Christmases.  Some of our holiday celebrations owe their popularity to later Victorian Christmases from the time of Charles Dickens and “A Christmas Carol.” We still treasure traditions of German origin brought to England by Queen Victoria’s consort, Prince Albert.

				Regency Christmases were less flamboyant, with maybe a wreath and garlands, and more modest presents.  Throw in the fact that during much of the Regency, England was at war with France and sometimes Spain, and you have a different kind of holiday season.

				My characters in this Royal Navy collection are caught up in the work of war, Christmas or not. Some have lost loved ones. Others find themselves far from home on the king’s service. Through it all shines the message of Christmas, rendered more poignant to us because peace on earth and goodwill to all remain elusive. 

				Who will you meet in these pages? In “Wait Here for the Present,” a capable spinster helps a lad locate his surgeon-father in Plymouth, England. The last thing on her mind is love.  “Boxing the Compass,” finds a frigate captain on escort duty for convict ships headed to Australia. He yearns to see his faraway infant daughter, as a prisoner copes with justice denied. 

				“Slip Number Five” takes a weary captain to the dry docks in Devonport, eager to catch up on his reading during repairs. Why should this be so hard? I’m delighted to include “The Christmas Angle,” the original novella that introduces Able Six, the master genius, and his keeper, Meridee Bonfort. Thanks, Heather B. Moore, for letting me include this novella, which originally appeared in A Country Christmas, published by Mirror Press in 2017.

				Are these Christmas stories? Absolutely. During Yuletide, we want the impossible to be possible, because we need the magic of Christmas. We want to read about characters becoming kinder, wiser, and happier because we want this for ourselves. There’s not a duke in the bunch. These are ordinary folk like us. 

				

				Happy Holidays,

				Carla Kelly

			

		


		
			
				

				

				

			

		


		
			
				Boxing the Compass
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				To the memory of a U.S. Navy officer I never really knew, because I was so young. Thank you, sir, whoever you were. I’ve never forgotten you.

			

		


		
			
				

				

				

			

		


		
			
				Chapter One
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				They were beating across the southern Pacific, weary of sluggish water in slimy kegs and weevily ship’s biscuit, when Captain Paul Fergusson, commanding the HMS Avenger, was informed of a ship of unknown nationality closing on them.

				Since it was 1803 and the feeble Treaty of Amiens a recent event, he sent his second luff up the ratlines to stand with the lookout who had shouted down the observation. A French or Spanish flag meant trouble. Captain Fergusson knew there was no substitute for ordering Beat to Quarters promptly, even if all they were doing was shepherding three convict ships to New South Wales, but the wind indicated he had a moment to reflect.

				Silence. Silence. Then, “All’s well, sir! It’s the Champion, showing these flags: One hundred twenty days out. Bearing mail.”

				“Thank you. On deck, Mr. Winter.” Paul entertained a quiet sigh of relief and gestured to his first lieutenant standing by. “Mr. Marksby, when she closes, please signal ‘Carry mail to Glatton leading out dead center.’”

				“Aye, sir.” Marksby bawled out the order to the master’s mate, who passed it on. Soon, flags fluttered in the wind. The Champion replied and heeled into the wind.

				“Mr. Marksby, we’ll be dining on the Glatton in a few hours. Pray God there is mail from home.”

				“Aye, sir.” 

				Mail from home. Since tomorrow was Christmas, the promise of mail became a gift, indeed. He had hoped for Irene’s letter when the prisoner convoy raised Rio de Janeiro to take on water and victuals. They were then sixty days out from Portsmouth, where he had said goodbye to his pregnant wife and their two little sons. Paul knew it was illogical to expect mail so soon, but he felt the disappointment keenly in Rio. Irene would have had their child a month earlier, and no one’s mail traveled that fast, not even King George’s. Sometimes his natural optimism worked against him, because Paul still wanted that letter assuring him that all was well with the love of his life, and the newest Fergusson. 

				He smiled to think of his farewell from Irene in June. Their final love-making before at least a year’s absence had been more sedate than usual, since she was due for confinement in less than six weeks. And when she cuddled close later, her big belly against his hip, his arm around her shoulder, he had felt the baby within her squirming about.

				“Is Baby wondering what just happened?” he had teased Irene. 

				“Paul, you are a rascal,” she replied. “Thank goodness I love a navy man and can excuse such ribaldry.” She took his hand. “Press there lightly, and you’ll get an answering push.”

				He had done as she requested, briefly envying his wife’s easy camaraderie with the baby inside her but unknown to him, he who had supplied his part of the equation seven months earlier, over and done. Standing on the quarterdeck and remembering the moment, he knew wanted a daughter this time, one as pretty as her mother. Maybe she would be smarter than Irene Fergusson and love a banker or a solicitor, someone not likely to leave home for protracted periods.

				“Sir?”

				“Oh. Yes, Mr. Marksby?” Standing on the quarterdeck was no time to wool gather and moon about like a lovesick pup. Besides, the fact that his captain had parts and passions probably would have astounded a youngster like Lucas Marksby. 

				“Sir, Angus is wondering if you will require any vittles before dinner on the Glatton?”

				Lord Almighty and all the suffering saints. Angus MacFarland, his steward by dubious inheritance, was a worse priss than a boatload of nagging women. Unflappable in a fight, the old fart loved to hover about, as solicitous a steward as plagued the entire Royal Navy from the smallest cutter to the largest ship of the line. When Paul Fergusson, a newly minted post captain, came aboard the Avenger after the death in battle of its former commander, Angus flatly refused to relinquish his role.

				“I comes with t’ship,” Angus had stated in no uncertain terms. “Likes it or not, I am yours.”

				And so he was, even though Paul knew he could easily have removed the man. Angus’s devotion to whoever ruled the Avenger now extended to Captain Fergusson, who had no intention of fighting a man so determined. Better save his energy for bigger battles. Annoying Angus might be, but the man could whip up a cup of hot bitter chocolate that warmed the innards during long nights on the blockade, and Paul’s brushed and cleaned uniforms has never looked better. Angus MacFarland was worth it, generally. Since he was a fellow Scot, and could only be understood by another Scot, Paul left the matter alone. 

				“Mr. Marksby, kindly inform my steward that I need no food to stave off famine between now and whatever Captain Colvin unearths for his Christmas Eve dinner,” he told his lieutenant.

				A look of terror crossed Marksby’s face, the same Marksby who had stood his ground at the Battle of the Nile and not flinched when the opposing French frigate blew up and rained death on their quarterdeck. “Uh, sir, I….”

				“I’ll tell him myself,” Paul said, jollied out of his brief melancholy. “Take the deck, please.” Still smiling, he went below to inform Angus that he would be sailing soon for the principal convict ship and really didn’t need any food. 

				As it turned out, the old heathen had just finished polishing the brass buttons on Paul’s best uniform. No one did it better, which is why Paul didn’t have the heart to object to a small sandwich and glass of beer. Marksby needn’t know that his captain was a pushover, and perhaps fair terrified of the steward, too.

				“I am hoping there is mail for the convoy, along with our holiday dinner,” Paul said as he tucked into the sandwich, a dreadful concoction of flaked, dried herring and something mysterious – the sort of food found at the bottom of barrels. The voyage from Table Bay at the tip of Africa to Sydney Cove was the longest of the entire trip: six thousand, three hundred miles of rough sea and nowhere to revictual or take on water.  He had made this voyage once before on another frigate, when he was a first luff and new father to his elder son. It was no one’s favorite duty, but the prisoner convoys needed a Royal Navy escort, according to the Admiralty.

				“It’s high time you knew about yer latest bairn,” Angus said.

				“Past time for a letter.”

				Angus nodded. Paul cared little that his inherited steward never addressed him by rank, even though he knew it bothered his lieutenants. “Captain, doesn’t it trouble you that he never calls you captain, or sir, even?” Lieutenant Winter, a stickler for protocol, asked him after they left Rio months ago. 

				“No, but don’t you try it,” he had replied to his earnest second lieutenant.

				“Sir! I would never!” Winter exclaimed, shocked, at least, until he noticed that Captain Fergusson and First Lieutenant Marksby were exchanging humorous glances. 

				What’s in a name? Paul thought. He knew that his men first referred to their new captain of the Avenger as “Uncle,” possibly because they saw him as too nice, in a timid way.

				That all changed at the Battle of the Nile, where the Avenger rousted a ship twice its size and their Uncle, never flinching, sent them straight into the jaws of hell, which, he remarked later, was highly overrated and hardly a worthy destination for the Royal Navy. Paul had no idea what they called him now, and didn’t care.

				But it was time to climb down the chains into the Avenger’s jolly boat for the pull to the Glatton. He had no illusions that the food aboard the Glatton was any more edible than the food on the Avenger. All Paul wanted was his ship’s mail sack.

				Leaving Winter in charge, Paul, Lieutenant Marksby, Surgeon Rawlings and the sailing master made the brief journey to the Glatton, lead transport bound for Sydney Cove. The air was warmer. They had voyaged from summer in England, to a curious mixture of fall and winter, which turned into summer in December, here in the Antipodes. Paul enjoyed a pleasant reminiscence, trying to explain to his six-year-old that in the Antipodes, it was summer, while England froze and celebrated Christmas. Polite like his mother, Peter had nevertheless given him the skeptical eye. “I’ll believe you, Papa, even though thousands wouldn’t,” he had said, which sent Irene into a gust of laughter, her hand on Paul’s shoulder. God, how he missed her simple touch. 

				Captain Colvin of the Glatton greeted them, as his steward handed ‘round tin cups of undiluted rum. Colvin had nothing but apology for the poor quality of the dinner. His holiday greeting was as quiet and temperate as the man himself, making him a far cry from some of the sadists on earlier voyages where the prisoners, if not suffering enough, suffered more.

				They knocked off a toast or two quickly, every man among them wanting to get his hands on the mail sacks and not waste another minute huzzahing king and country, or even hearing the latest new-old news from home, at a time when armies marched, the blockade wore on, and battles raged across Europe. Paul looked around him at familiar faces wind-scoured like his own, some with parts missing – an eye here, fingers there – but all of them sons, husbands, or lovers and wanting family news.

				“I’d be a beast to keep you waiting,” Captain Colvin said finally. He nodded to his steward and mates, who hauled out the sacks of mail the Champion had brought from home, on its own, more-rapid voyage toward colonial offices in Sydney. 

				Lieutenant Marksby snatched the Avenger sack and bore it quickly to their corner of the Glatton’s wardroom. It took all of Paul’s strength of will not to pounce upon it like a homesick midshipman, instead of a well-seasoned post captain.

				Thank the Almighty that Marksby had no compunctions. He dove right in, searching for the one envelope Paul knew he wanted, although Paul wondered about a man who thought to propose through the royal mail.

				Marksby waved the longed-for envelope in triumph. “Gentleman, I think my wildest dreams are about to be answered. No applause necessary.”

				“What a relief,” the Avenger’s Surgeon Rawlings murmured, as he fingered his own stack with more circumspection. He was a widower and his two daughters long married to placid country doctors. 

				Paul paused to observe his first luff, an optimistic fellow whom he knew would go far in the fleet. He watched with some dismay as Marksby opened the letter and his expression turned sober. He frowned at the letter, read it again, put it back in the envelope and left the wardroom, head down. 

				Paul found Irene’s letters, two of them, and looked on the back, where all good officers’ wives wrote the date plainly and numbered all letters, so their men would know where to start, after lengthy absence. A glance at the newer number two letter assured him his wife still lived. He opened the older one, dated July 15, 1803.

				He knew there would be no hemming and hawing, not from Irene Fergusson, a woman not known to hold back anything, even of a delicate nature. Years may have passed, but he grew warm under the collar, thinking of an earlier letter received when he had been at sea too long. How could any new husband forget an inimitable letter sent six months after their marriage and received three months later in the Arctic? My lovely Paul, if the weather is warm when you return, would your career suffer if I lie down right there on the dock and beckon you?  Oh, it would? Fancy that.  Grateful her saucy missive hadn’t fallen into enemy hands, he had showed that letter to no one. He kept it tucked in the lining of his sea trunk. Even on the worst days, it never failed to make him smile.

				He took a deep breath and opened the letter. She began as always, Dearest Paul, then the effervescence that was Irene took over. Guess what??? As of yesterday morning – you would call it three bells – you have a blue-eyed, brown-haired daughter!! She will be christened Mary Anne, as you wished. We’ll save William Wharton for another occasion. All is well. She is fine and so am I. 

				His heart full to bursting, he read the rest of the letter slowly, savoring every word, as she described a simple labor, followed by Mary Anne’s noisy appearance. Our sons think she is the best thing that ever happened, Irene continued. Her eyes are as wise-looking as yours, and she tends to keep her own counsel, the same as you. She is a quiet observer, which makes me miss you even more. I think it remarkably unreasonable for Australia to be located so far from Lyme Regis, don’t you? 

				She wrote a little more, declaring by the end of the page that she was tired, and grateful for her mother’s help and the boys’ willingness to fetch and carry nappies, and hold Mary Anne. He smiled over her usual sign-off – From the depths of my heart to yours, your wife Irene, the Irrepressible. His smile grew larger to see a stick drawing of Mary Anne penned by three-year-old Daniel. Older son Peter’s letter followed, declaring that as temporary man of the house, Papa need have no qualms that Mary Anne was safe with him. “Dear son,” he whispered, “thank you.”

				He closed his eyes in gratitude and leaned against the bulkhead. Irene’s second letter one week later assured him that her milk flowed bounteously, she had received her quarterly allowance from their Plymouth counting house, and she would fit into her dresses eventually. She mentioned tourists promenading along the Cobb, an abundance of plums this year, and Mary Anne’s first half-smile, although it might have been gas. It was an ordinary, mundane, cut and dried letter, precisely what he craved.

				Captain Fergusson smiled all the way from the Glatton to his own ship. The letters from an aunt and uncle and younger brother could wait until later.  Back aboard the Avenger, the bosun’s mate blew Mail Call on his pipe and letters were distributed to the men. Paul ordered grog all around to celebrate Christmas a day early, Mary Anne’s summer birth, and that of the ship’s carpenter’s son. Paul made a big show of turning over the coins from the modest game of chance the bosun’s mate had begun, pitting the two expected births against each other. Little Edward Winslow had arrived a week before Mary Anne, so the carpenter was two pounds richer, all totaled. 

				“Should we wager on who gets a first tooth, Jacob?” Paul asked the carpenter, who nodded and plinked a shilling back in the pot. It was harmless fun, the kind every ship needed but few received, according to the bosun’s mate, who had served under tyrants, ninnies and what he called the real deal.

				After supper and once the night watches were set, Paul retired to his quarters that spanned the stern of the Avenger. With a sigh, he kicked off his shoes, unbuttoned his trousers, lay in his sleeping cot and cried because he wanted to be home holding Mary Anne, with Irene and the boys close by. 

				Horrors, he forgot that his crusty old steward always brought him a hot washcloth before bed. There the man stood in the alcove, his eyes registering their general disapproval as Paul wiped his eyes, hoping Angus wasn’t one to carry the tidings to the foc’cs’le that their captain was a weak-kneed coward who wept at good news.

				“You have me, Angus,” he said, embarrassed, as he sat up and reached for the cloth to press to his eyes. “There are times I would happily trade away this duty of mine to king and country to be around when my wife really needs me. All I want is to hold my baby girl.”

				 “I wish you could,” Angus said simply. “Blame Boney.”

				The old rip did a surprising thing. He patted Paul’s shoulder, an unusual liberty, because no one touched the captain. Royal Navy regs called it a crime worthy of an extraordinary number of lashes. Paul called it kindness.

				“Thank you, Angus. I needed that,” he said. He lay down again, his hands behind his head, his heart full. “If I could have a Christmas wish, I would want to carry my little daughter from room to room, just the two of us, getting acquainted.”

				Angus nodded. “I had a daughter once,” he said, his voice low. A single finger to his forehead, and he was gone. 

				God forgive me, Paul thought. I know nothing about this man.

			

		


		
			
				Chapter Two
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				Christmas Eve night was peaceful, or at least nothing happened that the officer on deck couldn’t handle. The Champion carrying mail to Sydney led out like a greyhound and soon disappeared, while the two convoy frigates maintained their sedate pace beside the convict ships. 

				Over breakfast in the wardroom on Christmas morning, Lt. Marksby appeared to be more in trim. With no urging, the luff shook his head over the love of his life. “Clarissa Goodson has probably already wed another,” he said as he spread his toast with rancid butter.  “She said a navy man would never do. How fickle is woman.” He looked up, embarrassed. “Well, perhaps not your lady, sir.”

				“Perhaps not. Mrs. Fergusson is the daughter of a sailing master, Mr. Marksby,” he said. “This afforded her a solid notion of sea life even before we married.”

				The lieutenant nodded, a wiser man, but possibly not too reconciled to the matter. “Still, it’s a dashed poor way to celebrate Christmas Day, isn’t it, missing the ladies, even ones who say no?”

				Paul nodded, thinking of his infant, happy to be occupied with toast so Marksby couldn’t see his red eyes. Not that Marksby was introspective, no, not at all, in fact.  His lieutenant would have would have put the matter down to allergies and left it at that, so it scarcely mattered.

				Surgeon Aaron Rawlings was less easy to fool. He sat at the table, gave Paul a searching perusal, and excused himself. Melancholic, and disinclined to stir from the wardroom, especially since he was not required on the quarterdeck, Paul remained where he was. He thought he heard his steward and the surgeon conversing in the passageway, followed by what sounded like muffled laughter.

				Since it was Christmas, he wondered briefly if Surgeon Rawlings, the man responsible on board for the health and morale of the crew, was plotting some unusual holiday cheer. After a perfunctory glance above deck to see Lieutenant Winter standing the watch, and note that few men were about, considering that it was Christmas, Paul returned to his own quarters to pout his way through the morning. He plotted the course for the roughly three weeks remaining until they raised Sydney Cove, where this lot of convicts would find themselves exiled to a continent-sized prison with heat in abundance, poisonous snakes at every juncture, aborigines, and odd, combative creatures with pouches.  

				Before noon he sat down to re-read Irene’s second letter, in which she had written how she and their sons had boxed the compass ever since he waved them farewell from Lyme Regis and set his face toward Portsmouth and the prisoner convoy.

				It had been a silly notion, and so he had admitted to Irene on that last night when they were spent, satisfied and comfortable in each other’s arms. He had wondered whether Irene the Irrepressible would think of the chart with his careful calculations of his watery route from Portsmouth, to Tenerife, to Rio de Janeiro, to the Cape of Africa and on through endless open water to Australia. 

				“It will vary, of course, but if you and the boys follow this chart, you can stand in the yard when the weather is tolerable, or by the window when it is not,” he had told her.  “You can turn yourselves each day to follow my path through the sea.”

				The notion had charmed Irene and she had agreed. He kissed her goodnight, a lingering kiss because he loved to kiss his wife and it would be upwards of a year and more before the chance came again. Much later before morning, he had kissed her again and held her close, his hand gentle on their unborn child, when he heard her weeping as quietly as she could.

				And here she had written, We took a little time off when Mary Anne was born, but caught up. Now the four of us box the compass and follow you, my dearest husband. 

				“I can be content with this,” he said out loud, charmed with the thought of his little family turning every noon to follow him on his path through dangerous waters to a distant land. “Let me be the leader the Avenger deserves, and the husband and father the Fergussons require.”

				That would have to do, as much as he yearned to hold his daughter. He took his sextant from its velvet-lined box – a wedding present from Irene – and prepared for his turn on deck.

				More of the crew lounged about on deck, which surprised him at first, until he understood. During a long voyage, the air below turns sour. Now that they had arrived at near-summer in the tropics, the deck was a sound choice. Still, he thought more might be taking advantage of a day off, or at least as much of a day off as a frigate could afford. They could loll about in their hammocks and read, or gamble at cards, even though it was forbidden to gamble and everyone knew it, including the captain. But here they were, and with an air of expectation.

				He took his readings and compared them to the sailing master’s. “On schedule,” the master assured him. “We’ll dump off another load of unwilling settlers in a few weeks, sir. I wonder what will become of this Australia?”

				“Hard to say, Master Dawson.” He turned to watch a small boat approaching from the Fidelity, third in line behind the Glatton. “Could that be Father Christmas?” 

				The sailing master chuckled but made no comment. He handed over his telescope when Paul asked for it.

				How odd. There appeared to be a woman sitting amidships, and sitting in front of her…was that Angus MacFarland, his steward? When had he left the Avenger, and without permission? “What can they be plotting?”

				The master turned far-too-innocent eyes on him and shrugged. It was then that Captain Fergusson realized all the men on deck were watching him. Why, he could not fathom. He unbent from regulations and rested his elbows on the railing, curious. 

				He wondered why someone had not alerted him to the approaching vessel, and briefly considered reprimanding the bosun, who knew better. No, no, it was Christmas. He looked through the telescope again, and his heart started to beat faster.

				He had never seen the woman before, but she carried an infant wrapped tight against the ocean spray. The woman had fiery red hair, and he wondered if she was one of the Irish prisoners, or the wife of a prisoner, sentenced to New South Wales for crimes against the crown. Only at yesterday’s luncheon the Fidelity’s skipper had complained about such prisoners because they were more intelligent than the cutpurses, thieves, felons, debtors and all-purpose scoundrels typically aboard. “Have to watch out for the slippery lot of them revolutionaries,” he had said when they began the voyage. “I have one aboard. That’s why I keep’um in solitary.”

				Silent, Captain Fergusson watched as the mate expertly rigged a bosun’s chair to swing over the side. In a few minutes and after a mighty tug, the woman was hauled aboard and deposited on the gun deck, clutching her baby, terror on her face because no lubber ever enjoyed that precarious trip from jolly boat to frigate.

				“What in the world is going on, Surgeon Rawlings?” Captain Fergusson asked.

				“Perhaps you had better go see for yourself, captain,” the surgeon replied, his eyes merry. 

				Captain Fergusson frowned at Rawlings, but curiosity moved him quickly down to the gun deck. As he approached the woman, she held out her infant. With no hesitation, he took the baby from her, swallowed an enormous lump in his throat and nestled the infant close to him. 

				“A girl?” he asked, when he could speak.

				The woman nodded. “I named her Mary.” She may have been a prisoner of some sort, but when she spoke, her accent charmed him. What was it about the Irish?

				“Captain, I was kidnapped and put aboard a ridiculously small boat by a blaggard calling himself Angus MacFarland.” She held out a folded paper. “This message was on a prescription pad. Kindly explain yourself.”

				“I haven’t a clue,” he said. My, but she was forthright, for a prisoner with no power.

				He didn’t want to do anything but hold the baby close and walk around with her, but he took the paper and opened it. He looked toward the quarterdeck where Surgeon Rawlings leaned now, all smiles. “This is from your prescription tablet,” he said. Rawlings nodded and came down the ladder. 

				“Guilty as charged, Captain Fergusson.” He gestured to the woman. “On the insistence of your steward – Angus must be obeyed, apparently – I was told to requisition one lactating female (that wasn’t quite how he put it), with a girl baby from the Fidelity, if there was such a combination. Let me introduce Maeve Donaghue, wife of as black a rascal as ever tried to murder an official of the crown in Ireland.”

				“My Thomas is a good man,” Mrs. Donaghue insisted, her head up. “That magistrate needed to die. Too bad he didn’t, says I.”

				The surgeon gave Maeve Donaghue the hairy eyeball. “The poor magistrate ended up with a massive headache, stitches aplenty, and early retirement. Thomas Donaghue earned a free trip to Sydney Cove for life, courtesy of the Crown.” He jerked his thumb at Maeve. “And this one petitioned to go along with her convict husband, more fool she. Good riddance to both of them, I say.”

				She glared at him, and Surgeon Rawlings glared back. “That’s enough, you two,” Captain Fergusson admonished, feeling for all the world like he was separating his sparring little sons. “Belay that.”

				Maeve looked as though she would willingly go another round with the surgeon, but Rawlings seemed to realize it was time to be the adult in this spat. “At any rate,” he continued, not able to resist one last meaningful glance, “Maeve has agreed to remain on the Avenger until we raise Australia.  Captain?  Did you hear any of that? Captain?”

				Did he? Some of it. Mostly Paul stood there on the gundeck with an infant in his arms, a little thing surely not much more than two or three weeks old. Her hair was red and curly, her eyes closed. She had moved about when her mother handed her over, then settled so calmly against his chest in that compact way of newborns. He cuddled her because he knew how, oh God, he knew how.

				“Oh, aye. You said something about keeping this pair of rogues and scoundrels here on the Avenger.”

				“That’s close enough, captain,” Surgeon Rawlings said. “We will quarter the two of them in what would have been the purser’s cabin, had we a purser on board to cheat us. Mrs. Donaghue has agreed to our stipulations.”

				“Which are…” Paul began, ready to tighten his arms around the baby, should anyone try to wrest her away from him. The infant slumbered on, pursing her lips to suck on nothing now and then. His son Daniel had done that, in the two days after his birth before Paul had sailed for Egypt.

				“Maeve Donaghue will behave herself. In exchange, she will be allowed to eat in the wardroom with us, and maintain the cabin, which will be guarded at all times by Marines, so she need not fear for her well-being.”

				“This is agreeable to you, Mrs. Donaghue?” Paul asked. “I should ask, though: were you troublesome on the Fidelity?”

				“No, sir, no trouble,” she replied. She gestured toward his steward, who had climbed the chains to the deck. “This charming old relic said you were the one in trouble.” She looked around her at the ship and his crew and he saw the relief on her face. “This will do, even with the additional stipulation.”

				In one merciful, tender moment, Captain Fergusson knew what it was. He also knew that the Almighty Ruler of the Universe, He who sent His son to earth as a little one, had taken the time out of a busy Christmas schedule on land to rescue a man floundering at sea and miserable. Holding this little one close, he gazed around the gundeck at his well-trained crew, at his sour-faced steward, at the surgeon, and at his lieutenants. Every man jack among them was smiling.

				“Please tell me: Is the stipulation that I be allowed to walk around my ship with your daughter, and hold her?” he asked, straining to get the words out before he couldn’t say anything at all.

				Maeve Donaghue nodded. “When the weather is good, you have my permission to walk around with Mary Donaghue.” She shrugged. “It seemed a little strange to me, but I don’t have much say in the matter, do I?”

				“You have all the say you want,” he assured her. “I’ll borrow her, but only with your permission.”

				“Well, then, you may hold her now while I am settled somewhere, and we shall see.” She came closer, surveying her baby, wetting her finger and gently scrubbing off an imaginary smudge. “Your steward and chief kidnapper says you have a new baby back in wretched England?”

				“Aye, in wretched Lyme Regis. I…I received a letter yesterday from my wife, dated five months ago, telling of the birth of our daughter. Irene named her Mary Anne. We have two little boys, one three and t’other six.”

				Maeve nodded, her Irish eyes suddenly kind. He smiled, seeing her as a wise woman, bearing not gold, frankincense or myrrh, but one daughter to hold. 

				“Captain, have you ever been present for any of their births?”

				“Daniel, my younger son,” he said, “and then only two days before I sailed. We’re some three weeks out of Australia, give or take. This will be heaven on earth, Mrs. Donaghue,” he managed to say. 

				She patted his arm. “Captain, you’ll know when Mary needs me, because she’ll probably start sucking on your uniform buttons.”

				“Very well. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

				Maeve Donaghue, Irish felon’s wife, had no proof against his quiet words. Tears started in her eyes. She took a deep breath and turned to Paul’s rascally steward Angus, who had seen his need and done him the greatest favor in the history of Christmas favors. 

				 “P’raps you can show me to my quarters, Angus.”

				“Aye, Mrs. Donaghue.”

				“One moment, Angus,” Captain Fergusson said. He thought of his steward’s loyal service, of unburnt toast, and a hot washcloth at night, and well-brushed uniforms and polished brass, and the unimaginable gift of a baby to walk around with. He tried to speak but nothing came out. He put little Mary to his shoulder and patted his heart instead. Angus McFarland grinned.

				Surgeon Rawlings followed Maeve Donaghue and Angus below deck and the rest of the crew idled about, smiling at their captain, then finding things to do. Soon the gun deck belonged to him and a sleeping infant. He breathed deep of her baby smell, and let her settle comfortably into that place where his neck joined his shoulder. He started to walk.

				“Here we have the gun deck, Mary,” he said softly. “D’ye mind if I call you Mary Anne? Sixteen guns port and starboard apiece with two carronades and two bow chasers, so we are a Thirty-Six. The keel of the HMS Avenger was laid down in Chatham Naval Yards in 1794. She went down the ways in 1796. I took command in 1798, and we sailed to Aboukir Bay, just in time for the Battle of the Nile.  Let me tell you about that, Mary Anne, and then we’ll visit the galley. Tomorrow we’ll watch the midshipmen learn to use a sextant. They’re not very good yet.” 

				He walked with his little charge until, sure enough, she started sucking on an adjacent brass button. “We can do better than that, Mary Ann,” he whispered into her curly hair. “Let’s find your mam.”

				To his distress, he found Mrs. Donaghue in tears in her cabin. “I was very careful with her,” he began, by way of apology. Like most men, he had no proof against tears, even if she was Irish and wife of a convict. “Here you are.”

				She took her daughter and gentled her to her shoulder for a motherly pat until Mary Donaghue settled herself, albeit temporarily, since she found her hand to suck on this time.

				“I’m sorry, Mrs. Donaghue,” Paul said. “I suppose this isn’t going to work, is it? Maybe if I could merely look at her now and then…”

				“No, no, it isn’t that,” she said. “I can see that you need to hold my baby, even if you are a dratted Englishman and…”

				“…Scot,” he interjected. “That’s a world of difference, Mrs. Donaghue, think on.”

				She sniffed back her tears. “Aye, it is.” She turned away as her tears flowed. “I know everyone thinks Thomas Donaghue is a scoundrel and a mistreater of magistrates...” – Paul Fergusson wanted to smile at that – “but I want my man here with me. Have you enough authority to insist upon that?”

				“I do,” he said, not certain how to take this cheeky woman, who seemed to think he had no power in his own domain. He would have to tell Irene about this in his ever-lengthening letter. He could almost hear his wife laughing out loud. Women.

				“I do,” he repeated, even as he saw his time with little Mary dribbling away, what with both parents aboard his frigate, and probably presenting some sort of united front, if prisoners could claim such.  How to treat such a request? Humor? Cold reason? Both? “Uh, as long as your man has no plans to plot mutiny or malfeasance on my ship. I’ll flog him myself if he does.”

				She winced at that. She opened her mouth to reply, apparently though better of it, and waited a moment before replying. “He’ll behave.”

				Paul kicked himself mentally. He had the power to keep Donaghue-the- beater-of-magistrates away, and insist that Mrs. D let him carry her daughter about the Avenger.  He also knew he was a better man than that. 

				“I can arrange this,” he told her. “I’ll send a Marine to the Glatton with a request tomorrow morning. The word will filter to the Fidelity eventually. They’ll signal me, and we’ll come alongside at some point, I would imagine.”

				To his astonishment, she knelt, her daughter in her arms, and bowed until her forehead nearly touched the deck. “Thank’ee, sir! They think I don’t know, but someone told me Thomas is in solitary on one of the three ships.”

				“Good God!” Paul exclaimed, and gave her a hand up. “Does your husband even know you are in this convoy? That you have a child?”

				Her tears flowed. “I haven’t clapped eyes on him since…. that day. I doubt he knows anything.”

				Horrified, he thought about the prisoners he had escorted on an earlier voyage, seeing them as offal from Britannia’s dung heaps. Maybe he had been harsh in his judgment. Quite possibly they had valid reasons – some of them, any road – for certain felonies and misdemeanors. He chafed inside, wondering why anyone with an ounce of Christianity would be so hard-hearted. 

				“I’ll attend to it, Mrs. Donaghue,” he said, and tipped his bicorn to her, as though she were a lady and not a prisoner. “Mess in the wardroom is usually at Last Dog Watch. Your Marine escort will get you and Mary there.”

				“Thank’ee, Captain Fergusson,” she said. He heard all the relief in her voice. For the smallest moment, he wondered what his own dear Irene would think of being the only female on a woman-hungry frigate, and a powerless woman, at that. He knew Irene would applaud such a step. 

				“You’re safe here,” he assured Maeve, and closed the door. Whether she believed him or not was her business. He stood there in the narrow corridor, ignoring the quizzical looks from Maeve Donaghue’s Marine guard, well aware that his brief tenure of holding sweet Mary had likely ended before it began.

				Blast and damn, he thought, as he went to his quarters. He stopped, wondering what had happened, then asking himself how a government – his government – could be so cruel.

			

		


		
			
				Chapter Three
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				Feeling like a fool for even thinking he could somehow duplicate a missed opportunity with one of his own children, Captain Fergusson went about his business the next day. He stayed off the deck in the late afternoon, when the bosun’s whistle heralded the arrival of the Fidelity’s launch, bearing Thomas Donaghue, near-murderer of magistrates and a future lifer on the mysterious continent that was the Avenger’s destination.

				He was summoned to the deck anyway, and greeted by the Fidelity’s second lieutenant, who gave a proper salute and handed over a list, apparently intended to describe the care and feeding of the convict and father of a charming infant.

				“Between you and me, Captain Fergusson, he’s a combative rascal,” the second luff said, over rum and biscuits in the wardroom. “My captain suggests you to keep him on a short chain, sir, as we have.”

				“I doubt he’s feral, lieutenant, but thank you for the warning,” Paul said.  A glance told him that either sarcasm was lost on the young officer, or he was getting old.

				“Sir, my captain wanted you to read the note before I left,” the lieutenant urged, but politely.

				With a sigh, Paul opened the paper and glanced down the page. The words unrepentant, recalcitrant, brawling, belligerent jumped out at them, mainly because they were underlined and darkened. 

				“Dear me. He sounds like a bad customer,” Paul said.

				“Aye, sir,” the luff replied. “My captain wanted you to know what you were in for.”

				“If he’s too nasty, I’ll throw him overboard,” Paul said, then gave himself a mental shake when the lieutenant’s eyes widened.  “No, no, I’m not serious,” he declared. 

				“My captain said that more than once, sir.”

				“Lieutenant, he probably says that about his midshipmen, too, doesn’t he?” Paul asked, wondering why he was baiting this eager lad who was only doing his job.

				“Aye, sir. Doesn’t every captain?” the officer replied, which told Paul there was hope for him. 

				“Trust me to have the matter in hand, lieutenant,” he said, hoping that were so. He gestured to the door. “Let me examine this paragon of nature.”

				He walked to the gun deck to observe Thomas Donaghue, because he was the captain, after all, and not a coward. What he saw touched his heart, even as he wanted to dislike the man.

				Thomas Donaghue was one of those black Irish, a man with snapping dark eyes, black hair, and a slight olive cast to his skin, the physical qualities that gave ample proof to the wreckage of Spanish Armada warships on Irish shores in 1588 and subsequent matrimonial alliances. Paul appraised him as he would any newcomer to his frigate, noting the prisoner’s scowl and defensive posture, his hands bound with rope, and seeing the worry in his eyes, too, something he could not hide. He was also pale, as though he had not seen the sun in months.

				“M…m…my wife?  She’s here?” the convict asked. His voice sounded rusty, as though he had not spoken full sentences recently.  Solitary will do that, Paul thought, shocked.

				“You’re here at your wife’s request, Thomas Donaghue,” the captain said, as soon as the lieutenant was over the side and sailing toward the Fidelity. “Unbeknownst to me, my steward thought to give me the unbelievably wonderful Christmas present of holding a baby girl, your daughter. You see, I have a new daughter back in England. My steward didn’t think far enough ahead that such a strange summons might frighten your wife. For this, I apologize to you both.” 

				Whatever Thomas Donaghue thought his new keeper might say, that obviously wasn’t it. The prisoner blinked a few times. The distrust didn’t leave his face, oh no, but it seemed to take a step back. 

				“My daughter?”

				“You didn’t know, did you?” Paul asked. “You had no idea your wife was in this convoy.”

				Tears filled the convict’s eyes. “I thought never to see her again.” He held out his bound wrists, as he wept.

				Aye or nay? Paul asked himself, thoroughly shaken. Aye. He nodded to his bosun, who stepped forward, took out his dirk, and sliced through the rope.

				“Where are they?” Thomas asked, not moving, hands at his sides, as if uncertain what anyone would do. 

				It’s been a hard six months on the Fidelity, hasn’t it? Paul thought, and felt surprisingly sympathetic. And how many months before that in some tiny, damp cell?

				“I’ll take you to them,” Paul said, and turned to go below.

				“Should we come along, sir?” Both of his lieutenants now stood beside his bosun, who hadn’t sheathed his dirk.

				“As you were, men. Lieutenant Marksby, you have the deck. Follow me, Thomas.” 

				They walked in silence, Thomas close on his heels. Paul doubted the convict was more than twenty-two, and precisely the sort of man who could turn Australia into something worthwhile, maybe even a place to raise a darling baby, if he had a mind to.

				He stopped before the purser’s cabin, knocked and listened. When the door remained closed, Thomas moved closer. “Pet, it’s me,” he said.

				With a shout, Maeve Donaghue flung the door open and threw her arms around her husband. She sobbed and pulled him closer, reaching her hands across his back as if she wanted to never let him go. He sobbed into her neck, holding her close. Paul watched with initial embarrassment, until anger grew inside him. 

				He had no idea, did Thomas Donaghue, Paul thought. What kind of government separates husband and wives journeying to the same destination? Isn’t New South Wales punishment enough?

				He had to know. He gave Thomas a little push into the cabin, then glared at the Marine standing guard who watched all this in wide-eyed amazement. When the Donaghues were inside and still clinging to each other, he closed the door. 

				No need to raise his voice. He knew it would carry. “Tell me straight up: when was the last time you two were together?”

				Thomas spoke first. “Hush now, Maeve, hush,” he whispered to his wife, who tried to bury her face in his chest like a wounded animal. “That day, that awful day. Sir.” 

				 “Thomas, you’ve never even laid eyes on your bonnie bairn?” Paul asked.

				“Nay, sir,” he whispered, sounding less belligerent. “Nor my wife in what, seven months?” He gently tugged at his wife’s hair, trying to get her to look at him. “Maeve, Maeve! A daughter?”

				He knew no more than I did about my own little one, but I had the excuse of distance and time. They were on the same ship, Paul thought, appalled. “Then I suggest you three get to know each other. I’ll have my steward serve dinner to you here, but by damn, he’ll knock loud first.”

				Thomas Donaghue laughed, and Maeve turned rosy.

				“Very well, then. Thomas, I’ll have no trouble from you, will I?”

				The convict shook his head. In another moment the prisoner, his wife’s arms around him, was kneeling by a jury-rigged crib that Paul had directed his carpenter to cobble together. His shoulders shook. The captain closed the door quietly. 

			

		


		
			
				Chapter Four
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				There endeth the lesson, Paul thought several times the next day. The Donaghues stayed in their cabin. He tried to forget he had ever held the baby, even though he itched to do so again. 

				After another day of steady churning through summer seas to Australia, the Donaghues took a turn about the deck, with proud Papa holding his child, and Maeve’s arm crooked through his. Thomas nodded to him, but made no move to hand over his daughter, which made the bosun scowl and two foretopmen mutter to each other.

				And so the matter would have stood, as the prisoner convoy sailed closer to Sydney Cove, and the Donaghues were left alone. Captain Fergusson gave Thomas Donaghue permission to report to Cookie for their meals and take them to the purser’s cabin. 

				That’s when the trouble began. What’s more, the captain never would have known about it if his steward hadn’t possessed a conscience of the Calvinist variety. 

				Captain Fergusson had taken his breakfast as usual in the great room of his cabin, all the while anticipating better breakfasts when they finally reached Sydney Cove. Even Angus wasn’t talented enough to disguise rotting meat and wormy biscuit. Paul accepted the food for what it was. At least his crew knew he didn’t eat any better than they did. They were in this voyage together, epaulets and bare feet equal in that leveling way of a long sea journey. He didn’t complain; they didn’t complain.

				Except here was Angus, hanging around after he had poured his ever-weakening coffee – there were only so many times coffee grounds could be reused before they failed altogether, and the day of reckoning was at hand. Paul took a sip, made a face, and wondered why Angus still hovered there.

				“Is there something I need to know?” Captain Fergusson asked finally.

				“Aye, captain, there is, and it’s me own fault,” Angus said. His words came out in a rush, because apology is, after all, no one’s strong suit.

				“Better tell me.”

				Angus wouldn’t look at him – always a bad sign – and muttered. “I may have complained to one or two of the crew that Thomas Damn Him Donaghue was being a dog in a manger and not letting you hold that pretty little baby, now that he was on board.”

				Oh damn. “And what has been happening to Thomas the Convict, may I ask?”

				Still no eye contact. “One of the crew tripped him and he spilled their rations. Cookie wouldn’t give him any more, so he had to scrape it off the deck. Another time, he ended up with a black eye. He was holding his ribs when I saw him this morning in the galley, sir.”

				Paul got to his feet, never mind that his shoes were still under his hammock, and went into the wardroom, where last he had seen Surgeon Rawlings.  A few words with the man, who was skimming an old medical journal procured in Cape Town months ago, and they both hurried to the purser’s cabin.

				One knock, two knocks, and Maeve Donaghue, her face filled with worry, opened the door a crack. 

				“Wider, Mrs. Donaghue,” Paul ordered, in his captain’s voice. “Roundly now.” She opened the door.

				There lay Thomas Donaghue with a black eye and a swollen lip. He tried to sit up, but gasped and clutched his side. 

				Surgeon Rawlings was beside him in a moment, prodding gently. “Take a deep breath, if you can,” Rawlings ordered.  “No? Maeve, help your man off with his shirt. I’m going to bind him.”

				She did, wincing when her husband winced, as her eyes filled with tears. She sobbed and turned away as Surgeon Rawlings prodded gently some more, then reached for his bandages. 

				“I can’t do much beyond a tight wrap,” he said, sounding apologetic. “Who in the world did this?”

				Thomas turned his face toward the bulkhead. Maeve picked up little Mary, burying her face in the baby’s curls. 

				“Neither of you are going to say anything,” Captain Fergusson said. “If you say anything, there will be more retaliation?”

				Maeve settled herself in the other hammock, her eyes stormy, as her lips trembled. Mary cooed. 

				“Maeve, speak to me,” Captain Fergusson said at last. “Your husband might be the blackest dog that ever struck a magistrate, but I can’t have this on my ship.”

				“It’s your fault,” she said finally, which made her husband groan and speak to her in his impenetrable Gaelic. She snapped back at him. Paul found himself wincing, even though he understood nothing. Gaelic was a remarkably evil-sounding language, when spoken in anger. His own lowland and borderer Scots ancestors were long removed from the Highlands where Gaelic was common tongue and just as nasty. 

				“Very well, you two,” he snapped. “I’m not leaving your cabin until I know something more. How is this my fault?”

				Maeve threw a filthy look at her husband that made Paul grateful Irene had never done that to him. Irene was a sweet Devonshire lass. 

				“Your men love you too well,” she said, which was the last thing he thought to ever hear come out of anyone’s mouth. 

				It hit him like lightning. He understood then, and felt himself oddly conflicted, pleased, on one hand, that his men must be upset that since Thomas’s arrival, he had not carried pretty little Mary Donaghue around the deck. Great gobs of monkey meat, my crew is looking out for me, he thought, deeply touched. They simply want to see me carrying that baby.
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