

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	 


	 


	 


	ACQUISITION


	 


	[image: divider]


	 


	Louisa Trent


	 




 


	COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL


	 


	ACQUISITION


	 


	Louisa Trent


	 


	Copyright © Louisa Trent 2012


	All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form.


	 


	This book is a work of fiction. All names, places, characters and events either result from the author’s imagination or are used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual places, events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


	 


	Cover Artist: Terrence Trent


	 


	Published by Trent Publishing


	 


	[image: TrentPublishingLogo]


	 


	TRENT PUBLISHING


	




Chapter One


	 


	The year 1844…New Bedford, Massachusetts


	 


	On a dingy brothel bed, amidst an interesting assortment of bawdy parts, Joshua Kane groaned in pre-orgasmic tension. “Harry, Harry! Fair killing me you are, Harry!”


	Up from the nether regions of Josh’s lap popped Delores, her mulled-cider eyes narrowed to hot toddy slits. “Have you gone daft, man?” the whore bellowed. “Who the bloody bleedin’ hell are you callin’ Harry?”


	Uh-oh. For sure, he was in for it now.


	Just as Josh expected it might, chaos erupted. Delores went at him, giving him a tongue lashing to beat all tongue lashings. At her ire, the two other prostitutes on the bed convulsed in hysterics. Their boisterous hisses and shrieks outdid the forges melting pitch on the docks below.


	His eardrums splitting, his stones aching, Josh stammered sheepishly, “I – I– ”


	Delores anchored her hands on the wide boom of her hips. “Either fish or cut bait, seaman. Answer the bloody question.”


	“Wh-what question?” he asked, stalling for time.


	Delores thrust out her magnificent bosom. “Do I look like a Harry to you?”


	Josh scratched two days’ worth of chin stubble. To be fair, Delores made a sound argument. But like a length of hemp, all arguments, even sound ones, came with their share of twists and knots and confusions. The kink in the rope of this dispute was this: 


	For most of the evening, Delores had been turned ’round aft. What with her rear bulkhead raised to his forward prow, he could not make out her features, not even with his seaman’s farsighted gaze. And then, when she had changed positions, just for a moment, just for the blink of an eye, the candlelight had glinted on her scraggly topknot, turning dull brown a fiery copper. Explaining why, at that critical moment, before pain crested to rapture, with his guards lowered in anticipation of a splendid release, he had made the thoughtless blunder. 


	Now, of course, Delores had turned her bow to face him. With her spine as straight as the proud mast on the Regina Marie and the twin sails of her commendable bosom hoisted, she in no way resembled Harry.


	Scuttle his timbers! Delores was a right good woman, with a heart as large as the sky over the Pacific, and he had gone and blurted out Harry’s name when his prominence was in her face. 


	Caught between the devil and the deep blue sea, Josh owned up to his mistake. “Sorry, Del. I meant no insult.”


	“Miss Ruby’s Whorehouse caters to every taste.” Delores looked pointedly at his jutting harpoon. “If yours have changed since last we fucked, you have only to say the word and a lad will take my place.”


	Damn and blast. One tiny slip of the lip at an inopportune time had not only sunk his ship, it had landed him in a fine kettle of fish. After this eve, all of New Bedford would suspect the cut of his jib had altered. 


	In his chagrin, he would have gotten off the bed and taken his leave there and then – save for one indisputable fact:


	Delores was the most popular comfort-giver in port. Considering the abundance of brothels located on Central Wharf that was saying a mouthful. And at one time or another, Delores had accommodated all comers in hers. Blessed with a long throat and virtually no gag reflex, she could damn near swallow a whale whole. A man in the double-digit range like himself presented no problem to Delores whatsoever. Owing to her unique talent, she was worth her weight in gold, a sizable expenditure given her statuesque proportions.


	In light of her gift and his size, Josh mended torn sails. “You know I have no taste for the lads, Delores. It was only that – out on a ship, surrounded by old salts day in and day out, I fell out of the habit of speaking sweet female names like yours. Why get your dander up over a passion-provoked wobble? To be sure, I am starved for you.”


	“Starved for me?” Delores snorted. Her snub nose went up in the air. “Me big, round, rosy arse, you are starved for me, sailor. For all you care, I could be any Tom, Dick…or Harry.”


	“Quit saying that now,” Josh declared stoutly. “I have a dickens of an appetite for you. And as to the rest, why, your stern is a work of art.”


	Delores looked to her companions. “Hear that, whores? He says me arse is a masterpiece. In me time, I have heard many a blowhard tale but never the likes of that one.”


	Chantee spoke up. “Hey, Josh, why not commission a ship’s artist to carve Delores’s arse cheeks in walnut? The prow of the Regina Marie could use a figurehead.”


	Rose chimed in next. “Grand scheme, mounting her bottom.”


	“Sounds like a typical night’s work at the brothel to me.” Delores sulked, not at all mollified.


	Since the age of twelve, Josh had sailed before the mast, gone to sea whaling for months at a time. In all those years, as any seaman might, he had encountered his share of rough sailing. But not once had he faced down a mutiny. First week back on dry land and what did he meet up with? A damn rebellion in the brewing! Not only would he be out good coin if these ladies jumped ship, his cock would be very sad indeed. 


	Josh let go a sigh. With a four-year expedition ahead of him, he needed a man’s relief.


	When ordering up a three-wench night from Miss Ruby, the brothel madam, he had specified his requirements: a brunette, a blond, and a lady with some color in her cheeks, like him. A Portuguese, Cape Verdean, West Indian, or African – any and all combinations would do him fine. No fair-complexioned redheads. No young misses, all skin and bones. And positively no virgins. Uninitiated females only meant trouble for a man. He had paid well for full-bodied, hot-blooded women, females adept at satisfying a sailor’s lusty appetite. Fathomless throats, fallow pussies, forgiving bottoms – all were necessary requirements to appease his ten-inch spar. 


	If this kept up, his yard would get no satisfaction this night. In fact, the weather looked to be breedin’ up a storm. 


	Josh grimaced. Maybe casting money on the waters would smooth choppy seas. 


	“An extra sign-on bonus for those willing to stay,” he offered.


	Like magic, the rough surf turned to glass. All three whores smiled from ear to ear.


	“Aye, aye, Cap’n.” Delores gave him a cheeky salute.


	His bowsprit saluted right back. “Premature to call me Captain yet,” he said modestly. “I make master after this next voyage – that is, if I bring back enough barrels of whale oil in the cargo hole.”


	As the obliging ladies assumed an interesting huddle on the bed, Josh folded his muscled arms behind his head. He was all set to enjoy the all-female revue when the door burst in. 


	Peg Leg Fergus, Second Greaser from the Regina Marie, limped into the room. “Best come quick.”


	“I intend to,” Josh drawled with a wink. “Join in, if you like, mate.”


	Shaking his head, Fergus gestured wildly in a southerly direction. “A brawl. Downstairs. In the tavern. Harry be getting the worst of it.”


	“Another fight?” In one smooth move, Josh jumped up from the rumpled tick and into his worsted breeches. “That makes two brawls this week alone.” He yanked on his heavy seaman’s shirt. “Wait ’til I get my hands on that scruffy, snot-nosed whelp. No more allowances. It is far too late for a dressing down. This time, Harry goes over the barrel.”


	“Will you be using the cat o’ nine tails or a leather strap to flog the miscreant, sir?”


	The blood drained from Josh’s swarthy face, leaving him as white as he had never been.


	Cat o’ nine tails. Leather strap.


	On Harry?


	Josh just about fainted. The rattan might scar the mite. It would definitely scar him. 


	“I was but spouting through my blowhole,” he mumbled. “Regardless of the provocation, whipping the runt is out of the question.”


	Delores followed Josh to the door. “Seaman, is your brain addled? Are you really leaving three naked whores on a bed in favor a snot-nosed whelp?”


	“Ain’t like that,” Josh blustered. “I just need to make sure Harry gets a fair fight.” His color rising back up, he pulled on thick wool socks before stepping into his sturdy oiled-leather boots.


	A friend and fellow seaman had once compared Josh to a barrier reef, a body of rock or coral separate from the coastline. And he supposed, because of his upbringing and mixed skin tones, he did keep himself separate and apart from most folk. But every barrier had a chink, and Harry was his. 


	Harry was responsible for dredging a hole in his chest. The fissure was so wide and deep, a schooner could sail through to his heart. His yearning for Harry shamed him. Made him sick to the gut. No amount of regret, however, could squash his love for the brat.


	Delores whispered loud enough for the dead buried at sea to hear, “Looks like our big, strapping Josh has a deep, dark, dirty secret. Looks like he harbors unwholesome feelings for Harry.”


	There was no defense for the indefensible. Saying nothing, Josh raced for the taproom.


	He had to rescue Harry before his deep, dark, dirty secret got hurt.


	




Chapter Two


	 


	Harry Clark took a wild swipe at the air. “Let me at ’em. Fuckin’ idiots! Shaunnessy, why the hell are you holdin’ me back? These river rats deserve a lickin.’ Get outta my way so I can rip ’em apart, limb by limb, and then feed their stinkin’ innards to the fish.”


	The barkeep refused to release his hold. “I told you before, Harry, I run a clean establishment here, and you ain’t brawling in my taproom. If Josh finds out I let you at ’em, it will be me own innards what ends up as whale bait. Now calm down or out the door your arse goes.”


	Another position bites the sawdust, Harry mused. 


	A grand total of three let go from this past year alone. Granted, mopping up regurgitated pints of ale from Shaunnessy’s floor made for a vomitus career, but the work was honest, helped pay the rent, and put bread on the table. Ben was the best big brother in the whole wide world, but he was hard pressed to keep them out of the poorhouse. If this position went by the boards, too, they might well find themselves out on the streets come nightfall.


	Still and all, no one, but no one, maligned Joshua Kane in front of Harry Clark and got away with it. No siree. And so when the whaling merchant declared Josh “the mongrel bastard of a whore,” Harry had pounced, delivering five knuckles to the fishmonger’s flabby gut. And then out came a fuckin’ sharp knife, a stolen memento from the tavern’s kitchen, lifted by Harry’s very own itchy fingers.


	The loudmouthed merchant was not walking away with all his man-parts intact, not after insulting Josh. At the very least, the merchant was getting his haddock fileted.


	Just as soon as the barkeep loosened his fuckin’ hold.


	A right smart kick delivered to Shaunnessy’s shin produced the desired results. Fancy footwork skipped Harry across the filthy floor. Two raised fists sent the right message. “Come on, gents,” Harry yelled. “I take you all on. One at a time or all together, makes no never mind to me.”


	The low-down, sneaky, son-of-a-bitch chin jab came out of nowhere and took Harry by a surprise. Everything that came after did too.


	The merchants poured round after round of cheap whiskey, the rotgut caustic enough to clean rust off nails, down Harry’s throat. The walls spun. The damn-blasted floor undulated like a cheap floozy. Harry wove and lurched to compensate. Things got blurry fast. Frantically, before the taproom faded away, Harry searched the doorway.


	Joshie. Joshie. Where the hell are you, Josh? Come get me out of this fix, Joshua Kane.


	As if on cue, a tall, dark seaman shouldered his way through the crowd.


	Harry belched with relief as the first mate of the Regina Marie raised his massive fists and set to decking the whaling merchants like a hand of unwanted cards at the poker table.


	Harry grinned lopsidedly. Joshua to the fuckin’ rescue, same as fuckin’ always.


	By the time Joshie had everything all shipshape again, the lights had flickered and dimmed inside Harry’s head and consciousness slipped away.


	 


	* * * *


	 


	Leaning over the bed, Joshua moved the moistened wash linen over Harry’s bruised chin, the discolored swelling obviously the result of a right hook not ducked in time.


	Joshua shook his head. “Tarnation. I taught you better, runt.”


	At his heated words, the little pugilist stirred.


	“Finally come to, have you, Harry?” Josh dumped the bloodied bathing rag back into the basin. “And what have you to say for yourself this time, scamp?”


	“Shit,” the brawler burped, the alcoholic fumes emitted knocking Joshua back a pace or two.


	He quickly recovered his land legs. No sour reek, no matter how potent, could put him off the brat for long. Having attended to Harry as a child – bathing fevers, bandaging cuts and scrapes and such – he was all too used to cleaning up after messes. Besides which, Josh’s first mate’s doctoring duties had pretty much inured him to sickbed smells. During the last voyage, he’d had to amputate a foul-smelling gangrened leg. Sawing bones was routine on a whaler. Cleaning up Harry after a fight was getting to be a routine too.


	Bolstered with drink belligerence and just itching for another fight, the messy handful turned a defiant gaze on him. “Where the hell am I?”


	“Over at Ruby Patterson’s.”


	Harry’s tousled red head spiked up off the pillow. “Hell’s bells! So this is what a genuiiiine cathouse looks like. Nice fuckin’ place!”


	“Glad you approve, mate,” Joshua said dryly. “And an eye to the language, if you please.”


	“Horny toad, Josh. Dry-docked after a year at sea, you must have heard worse.”


	“You are no seaman, Har, and I raised no guttersnipe, so watch your p’s and q’s,” Josh chastised Harry in the same quasi-parental tone he had used on the little beggar for years. The reprimands never did a bit of good. To a greater or lesser degree, Harry had always ignored him.


	Ignoring him yet again, Harry’s mischievous blue eyes darted from drab wall to drab wall. “Where the hell are the naked whores in this here cathouse?”


	Joshua shot the little drunkard a quelling look. “That is for me to know and for you never to find out. Oh, and by the way, Shaunnessy let you go.”


	“Figures.” The unrepentant Harry gave a crooked grin. “’Specting as much, I helped myself to a souvenir from the kitchen in lieu of severance pay.”


	Joshua frowned. “What I tell you about filching the silverware?”


	“Not to.” Harry squinted. “But Josh, you always keep a collection of something, from seashells to arrowheads to bullets, from your voyages at sea. Where the hell is the difference?”


	“I pay for my keepsakes.”


	“I do too, in a manner of speaking. I only take keepsakes from establishments that cheat me. Swiping cutlery evens things out a mite. That fuckin’ barkeep owes me!”


	Joshua raised his brows. “I beg your pardon? Shaunnessy owes you?”


	“Damn tootin’. When the brawl first broke out, that unprincipled Irishman held my arms behind my back. His fuckin’ interference prevented me from landing another blow after the first.”


	“So – you do admit to starting the fight, eh?”


	“How the fight got started is immaterial to the point I was trying to make.”


	Joshua stared Harry down. “Scuttlebutt says the patron was minding his own affairs, just standing there, pushing back a few with his cronies, when out of the blue, you slammed a fist in his face. That so?”


	“Devil take that tattling mick barkeep! The fight was instigated, I tell you.”


	“According to you, they always are, brat.”


	Harry belched a good one, the updraft wind enough to wither Josh’s nostrils. He waved a hand in front of his nose. “What do you say when you do something rude?


	“Oh, who the hell cares?”


	“Harry, you are supposed to say, ‘Pardon me’!”


	“That is not what I meant. I was not talking up-belches here, Josh. I was talking principle here. And what I meant was: Who the hell cares if I lost the position? No great loss cleaning up after a bunch of soused water rats anyway. Fuck it! ”


	“Enough cuss words,” Joshua warned. Harry could singe the wings right off an angel.


	Merry blue eyes danced drunkenly, the gaze out of focus. “Fire and piss, Joshie! This here ain’t no church.”


	How well Joshua knew it. And not only from the standpoint of a paying customer.


	Having grown up in an establishment similar to Ruby’s, he had utmost familiarity with the goings on inside the shabbily appointed rooms, every trick, every perversion, every act that passed as an expression of love. He had done his best to shield Harry from this fancy house down on the pier and others just like it. And now look at what he had gone and done – brought Harry right into the thick of things!


	Joshua had not meant to introduce Harry to the delights of the flesh this way. It was only that, not knowing what else to do, he had carried Harry up the back stairs to his rented room, which happened to be located inside the brothel. And here they were, the two of them, together, in the disreputable accommodation, with its peeling paint, scratched furnishings, and gray bed linen still warm from the three naked whores Joshua had only just dismissed.


	He deserved to walk the plank for exposing Harry to such vices. “I wanted things different for you, mate.”


	“I know you got ambitions, Josh. I know you aspire to be a fine gent someday. But that ain’t me.”


	“This, I know,” Joshua said, ducking another of Harry’s pungent up-belches. “Now, let me finish ridding you of the scent of stale tobacco and cheap rum.”


	“Not a drop of rum passed these lips, cheap or otherwise, not even watered-down grog. You smell ale on my clothes and whiskey on my breath.”


	Joshua raised a brow. “So – you take issue only with the malt, not the actual transgression?”


	“I take issue with you treating me like a child. I am eighteen, you know!” The hothead raised a slender arm, tried to shake a grubby finger at him, only to have the filthy hand plop limply back onto the bedding.


	And that impotent defiance proved Harry was every bit the child. And a smelly child at that.


	Holding his breath, Johua undid the first button on Harry’s soiled shirt, a raggedy garment passed down from Ben to the brat. “No need for embarrassment. Everyone needs a little help from time to time, mate.”


	Harry wiped at some chin slobber and then flashed a naughty grin. “All right, Joshie. You can undress me.”


	With a nod, Joshua stripped the filthy linsey-woolsey shirt away, quickly averting his gaze when an expanse of pale bare skin came into view, not the anticipated white linen or cotton lawn. “Why no chemise, Miss Harriett Clark?”


	“Because today is Monday.”


	“Huh?” Then he remembered. “Oh, right. Monday is your wash day.”


	“And I have but the one set of underpinnings, a fact well known in this port.” Harry squinted her bloodshot eyes in his direction. “I cannot hang out a fuckin’ line of wash without every seaman in town a-gawking."


	“Smote me down, Harry! No need to vent your pique on me. I never gawk at your lacy underpinnings.”


	Her pale cheeks went rosy. “And where would I get anything with lace on it, Joshua Kane?"


	“Er – maybe some lace got beached, flotsam washed up from the hole of some wealthy sunken ship off shore.”


	“You know what I think? I think you have my laundry confused with some other woman’s laundry, maybe that repulsive Rachel Truitt, the round-heeled slut with the big bazoooms. My underclothes have no such pretty lace trim.”


	He slapped his forehead. “Now I remember! Yours were the big white drawers flapping in the breeze, enough material to be sail-worthy as I recollect.” The tease hid his regrets over Harry owning nothing that would pass as pretty.


	Save all of her, every last pretty inch of her. 


	From the top of her flame-bright head to the bottom of her narrow feet, Harry reminded him of a porcelain doll, a delicate figurine best kept locked up behind the glass doors of a curio cabinet, a treasure made for admiring, not for play. That he wanted to play with his best friend’s baby sister, anyway, made him feel perverse, although it never had been that way between them. He loved Harry purely.


	And he meant his affection to stay that way.


	After all, Ben’s little sis was twelve years his junior and as pale as he was swarthy. And not swarthy like other seamen were swarthy, not tanned on only exposed areas of skin. The sun had not caused his all-over dark skin tones. Those he had inherited from an unknown father. Before his quean mother died, pox-riddled from years of whoring, she had revealed that he had descended from kings. 


	Inconveniently, she had never specified which nation.


	His looking glass said his bloodline was anybody’s guess. His angular features were not wholly African. Neither were they intrinsically European. Nor were they distinctly anything else. His prominent cheekbones hinted at Cherokee. His slanted eyes bespoke China jade. A trace of Polynesian blue tinged his poker-straight black hair.


	Who knew from which race he had descended? 


	He had spent years searching out a similar face in his travels. His inability to locate an exact match led Joshua to believe he contained a little of everything. A hodgepodge. A smattering of ingredients in a big melting pot. 


	Mostly, he was something else, from somewhere else, a combination of continents rolled into one. His family tree had more branches than a mangy dog had fleas.


	Thank his lucky stars, he was born right here in the seaport of New Bedford, where varied flesh tones made for a usual sight. Most folks in town accepted him at face value, which was to say, simply as a seaman. ’Course, even in tolerant New Bedford, some commented on his unusual appearance, mostly patrons in taverns after they had downed too many pints. Joshua let them talk. Until and unless they questioned his God-given right to live free. Then, he silenced their rhetoric with his fists.


	Gossip like that had long ago convinced Josh to stand clear of Harry. The likes of an oddity like him had no place pining after a fine porcelain doll like her.


	With a huge yawn, the love of his life finally closed her heavy-lidded eyes. Looking for all the world like a beat-up seraphim, she fell asleep.


	Joshua clenched his hands into fists. He could easily hurt Ben for his brotherly neglect of his sister Harry. A lone female working and living on the wharves was asking for trouble, even if she did disguise her true gender under lad’s garb.


	Did Harry know how close she had come to assault tonight?


	Had those five whaling merchants known a she not a he had almost bested them in a fight, they would have taken out their humiliation on Harry in a strictly male-on-female way. Gang rape was a common occurrence in the back alleys abutting the docks.


	At that thought, he actually trembled. 


	Apart from some minor bruises, Harry was all right, Joshua reminded himself again. He had arrived in time. Drunk as she was, she would most likely forget this night’s events.


	Not so her assailants. He had left those whaling merchants kissing the sawdust and clutching their mangled balls.


	But what of the next time? What would happen to Harry when he shipped off?


	The possibilities struck horror in his seaman’s bones.


	In the preceding year, Harry had grown up, blossomed into a young woman on the pinnacle of adulthood. As Ben was a good-for-nothing, she teetered on that pinnacle unsupervised. Even if she avoided attack, some scurvy seaman passing through town might sweet-talk her into the family way. Or worse.


	While Harry snored to beat the band, Joshua pushed a short tuft of red hair back from her rounded forehead. What was he to do with her? 


	She talked about cathouses and naked whores as if she knew the facts of life. Did she really understand how things worked between a man and a woman?


	Before he left port on his last voyage, Harry had come to him, afeared she was dying of some horrible disease that made her bleed from the privates. He had explained then about her monthlies, about the need for clean rags and such, but he had put off telling her the rest.


	Maybe he should have told her everything. Despite her foul mouth, Harry was woefully naïve about the facts of life. He wanted her to learn about lovemaking the proper way, not against some back alley wall.


	When he accidently let his gaze dip, Josh caught himself an eyeful. The sight of rosy-tipped breasts sent him fleeing from her bedside. He dared not stay with the half-naked and wholly inebriated Harry any longer, not in her state.


	Or in his. Despite all his high-minded talk about loving Harry purely, his erection had to measure a full ruler in length.


	At the door, her moan pulled him up short.


	“Stay, Joshie!” Sounding exactly like the little tike she had been a blink ago, she cried dejectedly, “Why are you always leaving me?”


	“But I always return to you, brat.”


	“I know. Still I fear someday you will leave without even a fare-thee-well.”


	In her upset, Harry had reverted to a Quaker manner of speech. That “thee” spoke volumes, more than any number of other words could have done. Though Harry had left the Society of Friends years before, in moments of intense emotion her faith often resurfaced in thees and thous. He doubted she was even aware she did it.


	Josh shook his head. He would do anything to set her mind at ease, but he never made promises he might not be able to keep. There could yet come a time when he had no choice but to go without first telling Harry a proper farewell. 


	Sometimes a man got himself involved in something, an illegality, from which there was no easy extraction. Breaking the law as he did made for another sound reason to steer clear of Harry.


	Life was not always simple. He hoped she never had to learn that lesson.


	“Can you finish washing up by yourself?” he asked Harry. “Or shall I call Miss Ruby to help?”


	Harry pouted for a second and then brightened up. “I can do it. But hurry back, hear?”


	“I promise. Just as soon as I pay the tab due Shaughnessy for your tavern scuffle.” Reaching into his seaman’s chest, he pulled out something clean for Harry to wear. A toss landed the soft cambric on the bed. “Get into that.”


	“Oh, pooh! Who needs a silly nightshirt?”


	“You, or forget about seeing me again tonight.”


	“All right.” Harry scrambled to a half-naked sit on the rumpled bed, her pert little breasts sticking straight out. “Only never leave me again. No more whaling expeditions! Please?”


	Why did she refuse to understand? He had to leave. Had to make his way in the world. Without ambition, a man born poor stayed poor all of his days. The sea was his only way to riches.


	After this next journey, a four-year whaling expedition to Alaska prompted by overkill in local waters, he should make captain. Then he would buy Harry all the pretty things a young miss coveted. He could take real good care of her then. Money could buy respectability, and he wanted that respectability for Harry.


	And for himself.


	Joshua pulled his thoughts away from the future to concentrate on the here and now. 


	Harry had the prettiest little pert breasts and the biggest ever nipples, the kind of nipples a man would take pleasure in suckling – that was his here and now.


	Fuck. His cock stirred to greater heights.


	No longer could he bury his head in the sand and pretend Harry was a child, but neither could he safely acknowledge her womanhood, not with those pointed tits staring right at him, not with him wondering what she looked like under her lad’s breeches. 


	Fuck fuck fuck. 


	At the no-win situation, he backed up to the door. “I need to get a message off to Ben too, let him know he can find you bunking here with me tonight. You could use looking after, and he plans on visiting Beth Holmes.”


	Harry’s nod made her bright red curls bob. The same nod jiggled her rosy-tipped breasts. “Aha! I reckon that explains why Ben took his Saturday night bath early this week. Could be tonight he proposes to Beth. The rent money is ’bout a year overdue, so I ’spect Ben has no other choice but to pop the question.”


	Although Harry explained the situation with her usual no-nonsense, cut-through-the-fat wisdom, Joshua filled in some pesky blanks her intoxication had left out. As Beth’s father owned their little rundown fisherman’s shack, Ben could avoid eviction for their rental arrears by agreeing to take Old Man Holmes’s spoiled daughter off his hands.


	Josh felt his temper rise. Goddammit! Those rental arrears should never have happened. Before leaving on his last voyage, Josh had given the chronically out-of-work Ben money to cover expenses. Harry’s brother must have squandered the rent money on liquor again.


	Drink was the root of all evil. Intoxication made his little brat too sleepy to hold up her head. Her chin bounced off her chest as she related, “’Pon their marriage, Beth’s father has promised Ben a position in his business. That means steady employment for him. I hate accepting handouts from church people. Charity makes me feel lower than low.”


	“I know, honey,” Josh whispered.


	Double damn Ben, for spending money meant to keep his little sister from feeling ashamed.


	To cover his true feelings, Joshua smiled. “I best go write that note to your brother now.”


	“So long as you hurry back to me!”


	As Josh let himself out of the bedchamber, he vowed always to try.


	




Chapter Three


	 


	Woozy as can be, Harry fixed her bleary eyes on the closing door.


	Joshua and his fond smiles. She hated that fuckin’ grin. That smile was the same one he bestowed on slobbering dogs with wagging tails and chubby children with sticky hands. Sadly, her pet had long since passed on to doggy heaven and thankfully, her appearance had matured since losing her baby fat, but Josh’s blasted reaction to her had remained stubbornly unchanged. He still saw her as the annoying kid sister of his best friend, a brat he had to be nice to. The man she loved in secret, the man whose name appeared in her diary about a zillion times, wielded niceness like a warrior's sword. His fuckin’ niceness cut her to the quick. He was nice-ing her to death.


	Harry sighed. She supposed nice was just Josh’s way. She supposed he was nice to everyone.


	She needed to make Josh see she wanted to be more than everyone to him.


	On land, Josh began life as poor as poor can get. At sea, he had worked his way up from cabin boy to harpooner to first mate. Hard work and good instincts helped him locate the feeding grounds of sperm whales, those great ocean beasts hunted for their blubber and meat and bones. 


	Tracking whales was an important skill. People depended on boiled-down whale fat to provide them with clean oil to light their homes and streets. Whalebones went into corset stays and shirt buttons and sundry other household items. 


	Which explained why Josh would captain his own whaler someday. Maybe even own a fleet of vessels. He was that good at spotting whales


	That reliable, too. She could set the minute hand on a timepiece, if she owned such a fine watch, to clock Josh’s dockings and departures. Although, he seemed to leave more frequently than he returned. She ‘spected that discrepancy was rooted in her missing him.


	She always missed Josh.


	With each new voyage, he stayed away longer. Four whole years he would be gone on this next expedition coming up. Barring convincing him to stay, Harry had decided to give Josh something to remember her by, something to ensure his return.


	Not to everyone.


	To her.


	Only to her.


	To make sure Josh would return to her, only to her, Harry was giving him a sendoff present, a goodbye gift he was not liable to forget.


	Herself. 


	And now she knew how. A fortnight ago, her best friend, Mary, had explained it to her, educating her on coupling start to finish, soup to nuts.


	Men have nuts, Harry thought, giggling. And they pushed those nuts inside a woman and then did something akin to making water, only the stuff they exuded into a woman’s belly button made a babe.


	She liked babes. Someday she would like to have a little boy or a little girl. But yuck! The method of getting one was absolutely, positively, disgusting. No man was ever doing it to her.


	Save Josh.


	According to Mary, even the dearest and kindest men were wild for doing it. So tonight, Harry would hand over her belly button to Josh and let him pierce a hole in her. Nothing would prove her devotion more than allowing him to ram his nuts inside her belly and then pee. Although doing it would cause her untold agony and, according to Mary, make her bleed like a stuck pig, torture was a small sacrifice to make for Josh’s return to her.


	Unless Mary’s coupling story turned out to be just another one of her tall tales. Her best friend bent the truth a lot. She might have fibbed about the whole sorry business of doing it. 


	All that naked thrashing about under the bedcovers seemed farfetched to Harry, if not downright silly. Sleeping made more sense than doing it in bed. Even married people probably only did it every year or so, just so they could make a family to love.


	Not so, according to Mary.


	According to Mary, husbands did it ALL THE TIME. Several times a day, regardless that doing it caused their wives all kinds of miseries, from dyspepsia to megrims. And no wonder. Peeing inside a woman’s belly had to be putrefying.


	Regardless, she was going through with her plan. For – at least according to Mary – the best way to keep a man was to let him do it.


	So tonight, Harry would let Josh do it to her.


	Knuckles rapped at the door.


	“Come ahead!” Harry called. Only the proper-minded Josh would bother to knock before entering a whorehouse bedchamber.


	Surer than hell, the man she loved crossed the threshold with his usual no-hurry gait. Until waves of nausea attacked her. Then, he loped to the bed in a long-legged stride.


	“Here, honey. Let me help.” After fixing the bed linen up under her arms, all neat and tidy, he ruffled her hair, patted her head, and offered her one of his fuckin’ smiles.


	Harry balled up her fists. She fought against a powerful urge to haul off and punch his good-looking grin to kingdom come. As it was, she bared her teeth. A grown woman can only take so much fond regard.


	Josh being Josh, he mistook her snarl as a positive sign and rubbed her hair some more.


	She gave up. Absolutely, positively, gave up! The man was thicker than green pea soup.


	At that last thought, Harry covered her mouth to squelch a dry heave.


	"Need the basin, honey?"


	"No," she croaked.


	Taking a seat on the bed, Josh pulled her onto his lap, bedclothes and all. "Let ‘er blow," he ordered in his craggy baritone. He then proceeded to hold her head over the damn basin while she was sick.


	She just wanted to die.


	After rinsing out her mouth, he rubbed her back. "Better?"


	"No.”


	"Relax against me." His gentle kneading moved to her neck.


	Suddenly, as she imagined those strong, capable hands cupping her titties, raging bonfires flared inside her. She was near desperate to kiss his eternally smiling mouth – or club him one – when he asked, "All better?"


	"Getting there."


	"Think sunny thoughts."


	He spoke to her like a child. Like the pesky pain in the arse brat who had tagged along with him and Ben during the hot summer, muggy days spent fishing and swimming, followed by cool nights with nothing more important to do than watch fireflies.


	A lovely memory. However, she was not that same pain in the arse brat anymore. By hook or by crook, she was setting the idiot man straight.


	Accidentally on purpose, she let the bed linen slide off the tips of her titties.


	Immediately, Josh scooted out from under her. “Um – honey – best get into that nightshirt now.”


	Before she could protest, he was out the door. Again. Leaving her. Again.


	Just as well, she supposed, sniffing her underarm. Pew! Stinking to high heavens as she did was no way to seduce a man.


	After removing her breeches, Harry reached for the washcloth and started scrubbing her smelly body. Curious as she had never been curious before, she purposely squeezed the rag so that a few drops of warm water trickled between her parted thighs. Following the same path with her finger, she delved the folds she had never considered delving before and found a little nubbin at the top of the opening. Experimentally, she rubbed the small projection.


	Mmm. The sensation felt strange. Almost painful, yet oddly enjoyable too. Why had she never done this before?


	She rolled her hips, and waves – not puny splashes either, more like tidal surf – crashed over her, lifting her up and tossing her about on stormy seas, an empty cargo vessel without ballast to hold her steady.


	She had always liked stormy seas.


	Splitting her thighs wider, Harry moved her finger more energetically.


	 


	* * * *


	 


	Outside the bedchamber, in the brothel’s dark hallway, Joshua paced the floor. Mid-step in his circling, he heard Harry moan. Was she emptying her belly again?


	Best check.


	He cracked the door.


	And froze.


	When a man lived in close quarters for months at a time with thirty horny seamen, that man soon learned not to barge in on someone during a private moment.


	Best remain outside ’til Harry finished up, he decided. 


	Only, the doorknob froze in his hand. Unable to drag himself away, Josh watched the interesting events unfold from the threshold. 


	He had some acquaintance with the perspective. Occasionally, he paid to observe a female or two at play, an uncomplicated voyeuristic pleasure in which he openly indulged. Never, though, did he watch a woman from a secret vantage point, as he did now.


	Spying on Harry was perverse. Damn erotic, as well. The curiosity of her stroke, the rapt attention on her face, the tightening of her pretty features as satisfaction approached…


	Christ. With a scream, Harry went off like a cannon volley and then toppled backwards on the bed. If her cry of ecstasy was any indication, his porcelain doll had the makings of a sensual woman.


	Someday. Still at the getting acquainted stage with her body, Harry was far too inexperienced to control the pleasure, to draw out the climax.


	He could teach her. Show her how to extend the orgasm, how to increase one contraction to several. Who better to educate a novice than a man born and raised in a whorehouse, a man all too familiar with the sins of the flesh, a man who knew what the pleasures of naked skin were and what they were not…a man who well understood that sex was no substitute for genuine love. He knew how to give enough pleasure to diminish pain and, conversely, how to give enough pain to enhance pleasure. There were different methods of stirring a woman, of guiding a partner to passion. 


	When it came to carnality, he had no need for a sextant. With a seasoned navigator’s familiarity, he sailed in chartered depths.


	Save when sailing virgin waters. Then, he was hopelessly lost at sea. Harry’s port was unaccustomed to docking. The first few voyages into her tight inlet were bound to cause her pain. 


	Shuddering at the thought of paining Harry, Josh still knew he was the best man for the job. Because he loved her, he would be patient. Because he loved her, he would introduce her to passion the right way.


	Joshua smacked his forehead. What was he thinking? 


	Harry would never look upon him as a potential lover. She saw him only as an older adult. A caring father. A big brother. A doting uncle. Someone she respected.


	Josh snorted. Respected? Her admiration for him came uncomfortably close to hero worship. No mortal man of flesh and blood…and ejaculate…could possibly meet her high expectations. 


	And yet, how could he complain? Looking like somebody in Harry’s eyes had driven him to make his fortune.


	And yet, making his fortune kept him away from New Bedford. And from Harry.


	Vicious circle. He hated leaving her, had always hated leaving her behind.


	He hated the thought of disappointing her even more.


	When he was home, he tried to make his absence up to her. Since Harry had launched, puny and weak, from her dying mama’s belly, Josh had stuck close. As a two-year-old, she had toddled after him and Ben wherever they went. At eight, Harry had lost her father, leaving her orphaned, but not alone. When Ben shirked his obligations, Joshua had stepped in and taken over the young Harry’s care.


	Hell of a lousy job he had done of it too, by the looks of things.


	Passed out cold in a drunken stupor, a lopsided grin plastered on her face, naked in a whorehouse, Harry could have been mistaken for a trollop. What would Harry’s Quaker parents say if they could see their daughter now?


	That Harry needed a firm hand. And that the mixed lad, the bastard son of a whore to whom they had given their good faith and trust, had let her – and them – down.


	He had not done right by Harry. To do right, he would need to take charge of the little spitfire. Protect her, financially and otherwise.


	How?


	Here, on the waterfront, folks called a woman a man protected either a whore or a wife. No one would call Harry a whore, not by Joshua’s making. A ring on the hoyden’s finger would keep her respectable.


	But would his marrying up with Harry lend her that respectability?


	Though he was born free and lived white, marrying up with Harry would open up a lot more talk about his mixed skin pigments, speculation that would get in the way of the very respectability he sought for her.


	What to do?


	Fast asleep, a naked Harry flung both arms over her head and rolled her knee to the side.


	Sweat popped on his forehead. Christ! Why did she have to go and do that now?


	In all the years he had seen to Harry’s care, he had never once stepped over the line, never once touched her in a carnal way. He should poke out his eyeballs rather than look where he was looking now.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image1.jpeg






OEBPS/images/image2.jpeg





