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“WITH REALISTIC, WELL-researched historical detail, a strong, intelligent heroine, and a fascinating, uncommon setting, DANGEROUS DECEPTIONS will appeal to romance and historical fans alike.” . . . Library Journal Review.


“A surfeit of fascinating historical details and a refreshingly different setting give DANGEROUS DECEPTIONS its unique flavor . . .” . . . John Charles, Booklist Review.


“DANGEROUS DECEPTIONS delivers page-turning suspense and knife-edged tension. A heart-pounding romance with captivating characters!” . . . Melissa Frederick, author.


“Marilyn Clay is a masterful storyteller! Her characterization and attention to historical detail  is admirable!” . . . . Jo Beverley, best-selling historical author.


“A gripping, spellbinding story! Excellently told!” . . . Anna Campbell. 
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LONDON, MARCH 1617 


The bright morning sun squinting through panes of wavy leaded glass scattered patches of bright light on the uneven floor of the small garret room. Furnished only with a narrow bed, a cupboard, chair and low washstand, the cramped space squeezed beneath the tiled roof of the otherwise elegant London town home was not brightened even by the sun.


Light falling across her face awoke Catherine. With a low groan she turned toward the wall, at once aware of the same sense of dread and foreboding that had twisted her insides the entire past month. Blinking sleep from her eyes, she pulled herself upright and cast an anxious gaze about the tiny chamber she’d called home the past six years. The austere furnishings and low ceiling had always made her feel like a prisoner . . . and unless she could figure out a way to escape today, she would virtually become one, her future lost to her forever.


As usual this time of morning, the third floor of the sumptuous London town home was silent as a tomb. The maidservants who occupied rooms on either side of Catherine arose far earlier than she in order to hurry below stairs and get about their duties.


Catherine had been a girl of ten and two years when, upon the death of her mother, she’d been sent up to London to live with the aristocratic Lord and Lady Montcrief, to whom she was told she had some connection, though no one had bothered to explain to the grief-stricken little girl what that connection might be. During the ensuing years, Catherine had tried to please her guardians. Still she knew they thought her foolish because she wanted the selfsame thing today that she wanted six years ago . . . to reunite with her father and brother and spend the rest of her life in the arms of her beloved.


Finding a way to escape the Montcrief household should be easier for a grown-up young lady of eighteen years. But thus far no opportunity had presented itself, and now, today, time had all but run out. If she did not find a way to escape today, all would be lost. She’d never see her father, or brother, or him again.


One month ago, two events transpired that not only disrupted Catherine’s life but set the entire Montcrief household on its ear. The first was that Catherine had at last received the long-awaited letter from her father, forwarded to her here in London. Fortunately Lady Montcrief had been away from home that morning and, because a maidservant had delivered the missive straight to Catherine’s door, not even Lucinda knew about the letter. Anything Catherine confided to Lucinda soon found its way to Lady Montcrief’s ears; therefore Catherine had wisely decided to keep the contents of her letter to herself.


When she was alone in her room, however, she could hardly keep from laughing aloud, so jubilant was she to finally know that her father, brother, and Noah were actually alive. Six long years ago, the three men had sailed across the sea to a vast, unknown wilderness the English called the New World.


“As soon as we’re settled,” her father had said, “we’ll send for you and yer mother.”


Poor Papa, Catherine thought now. Neither he nor Adam knew that Mama, who’d suffered from a weak constitution, had passed away only a few short months after they departed. Catherine fervently hoped now that she would be able to deliver the sad news to her father and brother in person. In his letter Papa had enclosed a voucher good for passage to the New World. He said he’d send another one as soon as he could. All one had to do was present the voucher to the ship’s captain.


Trouble was, how was Catherine to escape unnoticed from the Montcrief household and find her way to London’s busy dockside the very day a ship was set to sail for the New World? Especially now that the second occurrence had suddenly rendered Catherine Parke the most important member of the Montcrief household.


Dragging herself from the narrow cot, Catherine dejectedly put on one of her two fustian frocks, the one she’d worked so hard to pretty up with a frilly edge of embroidered lace.


Though the hour was late when she entered the elegant dining chamber below stairs, she noted that Lady Montcrief and Lucinda had also just come down to break their fast.


“Good morning, Catherine,” said Lady Montcrief. Not unkindly. Not warmly. Matter-of-factly, as she had done every morning since Catherine had come to live with the family. The fashionably attired matron then turned her full attention to her sixteen-year-old daughter Lucinda.


As Catherine nibbled on a buttered scone and swallowed a few bites of the coddled eggs placed before her by a liveried footman, she vaguely heard her companions discussing Lucinda’s bright future. Not at all hungry, Catherine, who was rarely included in the conversation when Lady Montcrief was present, soon murmured her excuses and rose to leave the table.


Lady Montcrief glanced up. “You’d best pack your bag this morning, Catherine. By this time tomorrow you’ll be a married woman. I expect Mr. Windmere will be eager to whisk you off to . . . somewhere.” She paused, perhaps expecting Catherine to exhibit some show of enthusiasm over her impending nuptials.


“Yes, ma’am.”


Lady Montcrief’s lips pursed. “Ungrateful gel,” she muttered. “We shall be making calls this afternoon. See you do not keep us waiting.”


“No, ma’am.”


Back in her bedchamber, Catherine obediently dragged her mother’s well-worn valise from beneath the sagging cot.


A month ago, Catherine had accidentally learned that not all was as it seemed in the Montcrief household. Apparently, as did many members of England’s upper class, Lord and Lady Montcrief lived far beyond their means. Lord Montcrief was now in the embarrassing position of being head over ears in debt. The same day Catherine’s father’s letter arrived, a wealthy London merchant named Mr. Windmere, to whom Lord Montcrief owed thousands of pounds, had rapped at their door intent on collecting the enormous debt owed him.


On his way inside, Mr. Windmere happened to catch a glimpse of Catherine and Lucinda strolling in the garden. Drawn by the lovely face and figure of one of the young ladies, whom he assumed to be Montcrief’s eldest daughter, he’d pointed out the girl to his lordship.


Vastly relieved that the man had not fixed on Lucinda, since to marry one’s daughter off to a lowly tradesman, no matter the size of his purse, was not the done thing, Montcrief had seized the moment when Windmere declared all of Montcrief’s debts would be cancelled; the amount owed Windmere as well as that owed every other tradesman in town, and a generous portion besides . . . in exchange for the hand in marriage of the auburn-haired beauty. The “generous portion besides” Montcrief decided would serve nicely as a handsome dowry for Lucinda, something on his own he couldn’t hope to provide. His lordship wasted no time in orchestrating a match between his daughter and a wealthy earl, a widower without issue.


Quite by accident, Catherine had overheard her guardians discussing the convoluted arrangement.


“All my debts shall be canceled the very second the wedding vows are exchanged!”


“And the additional funds Windmere has promised?” asked Lady Montcrief. “When will he pay . . .?”


“The selfsame day. I will immediately turn the funds over to Pembroke’s man of business. When our Lucinda provides the earl with an heir we shall be set for life! Pembroke understands Lucinda to be a lass of tender years, and has agreed to delay the wedding a bit.”


“We shan’t want them to wait too very long,” cautioned Lady Montcrief.


“Our daughter’s wedding will take place just as soon as Catherine’s is safely executed.”


An execution is exactly what it felt like to Catherine. Even if she hadn’t received a letter from her papa, she would not agree to marry Mr. Windmere, a man of greater years than her father and whose rotund belly reminded her of the puffed-up toads her brother and Noah used to catch from the pond on the land her father farmed.


It didn’t matter to her that Windmere had deep pockets. Her heart belonged to another; a handsome young man with twinkling blue eyes and golden curls. She had loved Noah Colton as long as she could remember and he loved her.


Now, as Lady Montcrief had instructed, Catherine listlessly set about folding up her few garments and stuffing them into the tattered valise. The heartfelt words Noah had scribbled on the bottom of her father’s letter, telling her how much he missed her and longed for her to join them in a far-off place he called Jamestown, Virginia, replayed over and over in her mind.


Would she ever see Jamestown? Would she ever see Noah? 


Terrified that her much-longed-for future was fast slipping away from her, Catherine felt a rush of tears fill her eyes. How, how, how was she to travel to the New World when she could not even figure out how to escape from the Montcrief household? Neither she nor Lucinda were allowed to go freely about London. Always a maidservant or footman must be along. True, she’d be out of the house this very afternoon, but she could hardly fling herself from the carriage and outrun the horses on foot.


She had no money. Reaching to the bottom shelf of the wobbly old cupboard, she retrieved the small pasteboard box she’d hidden amongst the folds of an old bed rug. In the box she kept a few precious mementos; a miniature of her mother when she was a girl, her mother’s sewing scissors, her grandmother’s pestle and mortar, and a few faded paper notes, the value of which Catherine hadn’t a clue. The few pieces of her mother’s fine jewelry, which had been in her possession when she arrived here, had somehow vanished; sold, she believed, by Lord Montcrief. Fearing she’d be turned out without a farthing, Catherine had never said a word about her loss, since perhaps the money his lordship gained from the sale of her mother’s jewels had helped defray the cost of keeping her.


But that was neither here nor there. Now. Today her father and Noah were awaiting her in the New World. And she simply had to find a way to reach them! Tomorrow would be too late. By then, she’d be wed to Mr. Windmere. For the rest of her days. 


Though Lord and Lady Montcrief had succeeded in bending Catherine to their will in many areas, this was the one time she was determined not to acquiesce to their wishes. Because they’d insisted she take lessons alongside Lucinda, Catherine now knew how to read Latin and French, was familiar with Greek mythology, knew how to cipher sums, and how to paint a pretty picture and sew a fine stitch. She was truly grateful for all that her guardians had done for her. But to their latest plan, she could not agree. She simply had to find a way to escape. She had to!


* * * * 
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“LADY TARKINGTON HAS invited us to a reception this afternoon, girls, but we shall not stay overlong,” Lady Montcrief declared as she and the young ladies climbed into the Montcrief carriage after a tedious visit at the mantua-maker where fittings had been taken for Lucinda’s trousseau, the cost to be borne by the girl’s unsuspecting bridegroom.


Seated across from them in the carriage, Catherine tried for the thousandth time that day to swallow past the lump of fear in her throat. Thus far today, she’d seen no viable means of escape.


“The reception is to honor that Indian woman,” Lady Montcrief said. “Your father insisted I pay my respects. For the life of me, I cannot understand his interest in this New Virginia Company.”


Virginia? Catherine’s ears perked up.


“Papa says he stands to make a good deal of money investing in the New Virginia Company,” Lucinda replied.


“Your father is atwitter to be able to invest in anything these days. At any rate, I am told the woman and her husband will leave for the New World on the morrow. Good riddance to them, I say.”


Catherine could hardly believe her ears. A ship was leaving for the New World on the morrow?


“I thought you met the Indian woman at Lady Sandys’s reception a twelvemonth ago,” Lucinda said.


“Indeed. And I have seen her at countless balls and dinner parties since. She is rather attractive . . . in a foreign sort of way. The king was quite taken with her. Though on my life I cannot think why John Rolfe would marry a savage!”


“Perhaps there are not many women to choose from in the New World,” Lucinda offered.


Seated across from them, Catherine was hanging onto every single word her companions exchanged. In recent years, she had avidly read every notice printed in the weekly news pages about the New World. How the colonists were to ship back silk, sugar, grain and exotic woods to repay their debt to the investors, who, in turn, sold the goods for a profit here in England. How the prominent colonist John Rolfe had married an Indian woman, and not just any Indian woman, she was the favorite daughter of the Emperor of the New World, the powerful chieftain Powhatan, who had thousands of warriors at his command. Catherine had been alarmed to read that before the Rolfes’ marriage, the colonists had known virtually no peace or harmony with the Indians since the first settlers arrived back in 1607. Consequently, this marriage between an Englishman and an Indian woman was seen on this side of the Atlantic as a triumph. Except to King James, who feared the Indian princess might be planning to elevate herself to a position of power in direct opposition to him.


When Catherine had read nearly a year ago that, at the king’s invitation, John Rolfe and his new wife had arrived in England and were to be presented at court, she had ached then to meet them. Mrs. Rolfe, she read, had embraced her husband’s Christian religion, had been given the Christian name Rebecca, and even spoke English. Perhaps, Catherine thought now, the Indian woman was acquainted with her father? Or Noah? The excitement within her grew.


“I shall be obliged to present both you girls to the savage,” Lady Montcrief was saying, “though I confess I cannot recall her name. Something . . . foreign-sounding, a word no civilized person could pronounce and would not make sense to us anyhow.”


“Pocahontas.” Catherine was surprised to hear the sound of her own voice, it being the first word she’d uttered all afternoon.


“Well, I suppose it doesn’t signify. Lady Tarkington will no doubt tell us her name and there’ll be an end to it.”


“Is her name Pocahontas?” Lucinda asked, a twinkle of mischief in her blue eyes as she grinned at Catherine.


“Why . . . yes, dear, that’s it precisely! How clever of you!” Lady Montcrief patted her daughter’s gloved hands, folded primly in her lap.


Lucinda shrugged an apology at Catherine, who said nothing. She was accustomed to being ignored by Lady Montcrief.


“You will not be expected to actually converse with her, sweetheart. I doubt she understands a word of English.”


Again, Catherine was unable to hold her tongue. “I read where the princess has delivered several speeches in Town and even addressed Parliament.”


“Well, I doubt a one of them could understand a word she said either!” Both Lady Montcrief and Lucinda laughed at that. “At any rate . . . ” Lady Montcrief turned a bored gaze from the carriage window “. . . we shall only stay the requisite quarter hour.”


When the carriage rumbled to a halt, a footman flung open the door and let the steps down for the ladies to alight.


Catherine’s spirits soared as the three of them were shown into Lady Tarkington’s lovely drawing room. Catherine’s alert green eyes traveled the length of the chamber to where the women were seated in a cluster at the far end. She strained to see past their elegantly coiffed heads for a glimpse of the celebrated Indian woman.


The Tarkington butler announced them and Lady Tarkington cried, “Do come in, my dears! We had about despaired of you!”


The three late arrivals headed toward their hostess who interrupted the flow of conversation to present them to her honored guest.


Catherine wasn’t certain if etiquette demanded they bow to the Indian princess, as one most certainly would when presented to continental royalty. But instead of following Lady Montcrief’s lead, who merely nodded her head, Catherine dropped into a respectful curtsy.


Hearing the tinkle of a laugh, she raised her head, and her eyes locked with those of the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. But this “woman” was little more than a girl! Her skin was a rich creamy brown. Her eyes were black as pitch, as was her long, shiny hair that hung like a curtain of silk about her shoulders. Her cheekbones were high, her nose small and straight. She was dressed in a buff-colored doeskin garment richly ornamented with colored beads sewn into a pattern of swirling lines. The fringed sleeves of the garment seemed to float when she moved her arms. On her feet were soft, suede boots also decorated with sparkling stones. Catherine had never seen such lovely clothing. She thought the princess looked breathtakingly beautiful.


“I am so happy to meet you,” Catherine said, surprising herself by being the first of her party to speak up. “I hope you have had a wonderful stay in England.” Catherine felt rather than saw her guardian’s outraged look aimed straight at her back.


“Thank you, Miss Catherine,” the princess replied in well-modulated English. “I happy to know you.” She extended a small brown hand toward Catherine.


Who wrapped both her gloved hands about the princess’s smaller one. “I do hope you will come to visit us again.”


“I like to very much,” the princess said with another tinkling laugh. She glanced expectantly toward Lady Montcrief but, hearing no welcoming words from her, did not extend her hand in greeting to either the older woman or her daughter. Instead, she patted a place beside her on the small settee where she was seated alone. “Come,” she said, looking directly at Catherine, “sit beside me. I think you want to hear about New World, yes?”


“Oh, yes, indeed, I do!” Catherine slid onto the green velvet settee next to the beautiful princess. In her excitement, she took no notice where her companions were seated, nor did she care.


For the next quarter hour, Catherine sat mesmerized as the lovely dark-skinned Indian girl captivated her audience, excluding one, with tales of her life across the sea. Her black eyes danced as she described lush forests, beautiful flowers, and streams filled with all manner of fish. She spoke of plentiful game, deer and turkey, a fowl few Englishmen had tasted but which the princess declared was delicious when roasted.


She told of the four largest English colonies: Jamestown, Henricus, Charles City, and Kiccowtan, the only one that had retained its original Indian name. She said all were reached by waterways stretching inland from the Chesapeake Bay.


She said the settlers and Indians had lived side by side peacefully for many moons, trading goods such as grain and tools with one another. Jamestown had a lovely new church, and every settler now farmed his own land, as opposed to the communal farming method of earlier years.


In what seemed like no time, Catherine felt a sharp tug at her sleeve and glanced up into the stern countenance of her guardian. “We will take our leave now. Do forgive us, Lady Tarkington. We have several pressing engagements this afternoon.”


The farewells were said, and in moments, the three women were once again seated inside the Montcrief carriage, skimming over the cobblestones toward home near the fashionable end of The Strand, since they did not, in fact, have any other engagements that afternoon, pressing or otherwise.


A disapproving scowl pinned Catherine. “Well, you certainly made a spectacle of yourself, young lady! Imagine, taking a seat next to her royal highness! People will think you’ve had no upbringing at all! I will not be unhappy to see you gone from my household!”


“Mama!” cried Lucinda. When her mother merely tilted her chin up, Lucinda turned an apologetic gaze on Catherine. “I believe the princess quite liked you, Cat. She spoke directly to you again and again.”


“Unseemly,” muttered Lady Montcrief.


Catherine was far too thrilled over actually meeting the Princess Pocahontas to fret over what her guardian thought. Her only regret this afternoon was that the opportunity had never arisen for her to ask about her father or Noah. But that did not signify. A very bold plan was already taking shape in her mind.


That evening, Lord and Lady Montcrief set out for the opera and a dinner party afterward. Catherine knew they would not return home until the wee hours. As she and Lucinda lingered over their supper, Lucinda talked excitedly about her forthcoming marriage, but seemed to grow irritable when Catherine appeared lost in her own thoughts.


“Forgive me, Lucinda.” Catherine tamped down the anxiety building within her. “I am despondent over the fact that I am to marry a man I do not know, or . . . love.”


“Father says Mr. Windmere has a fine home with many servants.”


“But I know nothing of his character. Much of what the reverend spoke about yesterday served only to plant fear in my mind.”


In preparation for marriage many young ladies received special instruction from the Church before repeating their vows. Because both Catherine and Lucinda’s marriages were so very important, Lady Montcrief had taken the precaution of actually engaging the reverend to come to their home and address the girls privately. During his lengthy sermon, Lady Montcrief had remained seated in the room, nodding her head in apparent approval of all the minister said. Over dinner that night, she’d proudly declared to her husband that both girls were now duly prepared for marriage.


“I, too, have only just met Lord Pembroke,” Lucinda said to Catherine, “but I am quite looking forward to marrying him. I shall have everything I want!”


“But are you not afraid he will . . . beat you?” The minister had spoken at length about a man’s right to beat his wife and said that a woman must suffer in silence any such ill-treatment from her husband. Were she to marry Noah, Catherine knew she would never have to fear such a thing; he was so good-hearted, and their love for one another ran so deep, he would never raise a hand to her. Besides, as the son of a clergyman, Noah had no doubt heard many such Marriage Sermons delivered by his own father after marrying young couples in their parish; therefore Noah was also duly prepared for marriage and knew quite well how to treat a woman.


“I expect I shall rarely see him,” Lucinda said flippantly. “The earl is a man of wealth and power, with many large estates. Besides he is . . . old.”


“But what of love?” Catherine asked quietly. “Do you not think love important in a marriage?”


Lucinda grimaced. “Mama says love does not signify. Once I have done my duty and provided the earl with an heir, I shall be free to love any man I choose. It’s the way of the world.”


Not my world, Catherine thought. “I would sacrifice anything to be with the man I love.”


“That’s a very romantical notion, but Mama says it isn’t at all wise or prudent.” She studied her companion. “Do you not feel the least bit grateful that Mr. Windmere wishes to marry you?”


Catherine did not reply.


“Mama says that with no dowry or jointure you could not possibly hope to do better. You will not be nearly so rich as I, but you will be quite comfortable. It’s what Mama has always wanted for you.”


Catherine fidgeted with the corner of the linen napkin in her lap. Guilt pricked her when she realized her selfish actions would soon cause Lucinda heartache, but it could not be helped. Lord Montcrief’s deplorable financial state was not her doing; therefore to rescue him from it was not her responsibility. Lucinda was young and not unattractive. She would have many suitors and receive many offers of marriage.


“I wish you every happiness, Lucinda, truly I do. I never meant to appear ungrateful . . . or heartless.” Her appetite completely gone, she stood up. “Excuse me, please. I am not feeling at all well.” It was not a lie.


Catherine raced to her bedchamber and shut the door behind her. Standing with her back pressed against the door, her body quaked with fear. The time to put her plan into action was upon her. This afternoon she’d heard the Princess Pocahontas say she and her entourage were staying at The White Swan Inn. She had also told them the New Virginia Company had arranged for ninety young ladies to travel to the New World to become wives to the settlers. Catherine meant to join them.


She had never left the house on her own before but this was her only chance to escape and she was not about to pass it up. Snatching up her cloak, she flung it about her shoulders. It would be hours before Lord and Lady Montcrief returned home and they would not miss her until morning when she did not come down for breakfast. Scooping up her father’s letter, with the precious voucher tucked safely inside, she stuffed it into the pocket of her cloak, then pulled open her bedchamber door and cautiously stepped out. If she came upon Lucinda, she would simply say she needed some air. Which is exactly what she did.


“Where are you going at this hour, Cat?” Having finished her supper, Lucinda was now on her way to her own suite of rooms.


Catherine did not slow her pace. “I need to clear my head.”


“I shall miss you dreadfully when you are gone! You are like the sister I never had. Shall I come with you now? Mama will never know we have gone out. I’ll just get my . . .”


“No, thank you. I prefer to be alone. I’ve a great deal to think about.”


Lucinda smiled. “Don’t fret. Everything will turn out fine; you’ll see.”


Catherine managed a shaky smile and hurriedly descended the wide sweeping stairs to the ground floor. The lone footman dozing by the door stirred when she approached. Catherine thrust her chin up, affecting the imperious manner she’d observed when Lady Montcrief and Lucinda addressed the servants. “I need a chair and torch bearers, if you please.”


“Very good, miss.”


It being the first time Catherine had ever issued an order in the Montcrief household, she was somewhat surprised when the footman scurried to do her bidding. In minutes she was bouncing along in a covered sedan chair held aloft by four liveried footmen, each holding one end of the two long poles that ran beneath the chair. Two additional retainers ran ahead carrying lighted torches.


When they reached The White Swan Inn, Catherine alighted and instructed the footmen to wait until she returned.


The princess had said the Rolfes occupied the entire top floor of the Inn. Catherine’s heart raced as she scampered up the steps inside the noisy tavern. Reaching the top floor, she caught sight of several dark-skinned women in the corridor, obviously carrying out last-minute instructions as the Rolfes prepared to leave on the morrow.


“Excuse me.” Catherine hoped the Indian woman understood English. “I wish to speak with the Princess Pocahontas. Might you direct me to her, please?”


The native woman smiled, her white teeth a sharp contrast against her dark skin. “This way, miss.”


Once inside the comfortable chamber, the woman led the way to where the princess sat in a ladder-backed chair before a blazing fire, her eyes closed, a blanket wrapped about her shoulders. In her arms she held a sleeping child. Because the room felt especially close to Catherine, she removed her wrap and draped it over one arm.


When the princess looked up, her lovely face relaxed into a warm smile. “Hallo, Miss Catherine. I not surprise to see you.”


“Do forgive me for coming uninvited, but I had to come. I simply had to.”


“You welcome to call without special invitation.” The princess’s small brown hand indicated the empty chair opposite hers. “My husband oversee packing.” She shifted the sleeping child in her arms as Catherine sat down. “He say I am in way and for me to stay put.” She laughed, the merry tinkle bringing to Catherine’s mind an image of water rippling over pebbles in a clear stream. “Husband say I overtired and must rest.”


“I’m sure your trip has been very tiring. I admire you for coming to an unknown land amidst strangers. You are quite famous here.”


“Perhaps. But I . . . have few friends in big city.”


The princess’s forlorn tone tugged at Catherine’s heart. “I am your friend.” She smiled warmly at the gentle Indian girl.


The princess’s black eyes held hers for a long moment. “You and I be soul sisters. You feel kinship, too, yes?”


Catherine nodded tightly, the heartfelt words bringing a rush of moisture to her eyes.


“Your hair color of English fox,” the princess mused. “You much pretty girl.”


“Thank you. I think you are very beautiful. Is this your child?”


Pocahontas gazed lovingly upon the tousled head of the sleeping babe. “My son, Thomas. He soon be three summers.”


Just then, another Indian woman, also in native dress, appeared so silently beside them that her sudden presence startled Catherine. Pocahontas put her boy into the woman’s outstretched arms. “Sleep well, my little son. We go home tomorrow.” Her shining black eyes followed the woman until she disappeared from the chamber. “He be a good boy.”


“He is very handsome,” Catherine said.


“Someday he grow tall and strong like his father.”


“And kind and gentle like his mother.”


“You very kind, too, Miss Catherine. But I see you be troubled. What may I do to help, my sister?”


Catherine blinked back another rush of tears. “I do need your help. My father, my brother, and the man I am to marry have settled in Jamestown. I only just received a letter from my father.”


“Ah-h.” The Indian girl’s expression grew grave. “Your father and brother go to New World . . . willingly?”


Catherine nodded. It was common knowledge that many colonists were convicts sentenced to transportation. She swiped at the tears trickling down her cheeks.


“What is it, my sister?” Pocahontas leaned forward, a look of concern in her dark eyes.


“I must go with you tomorrow!” Catherine blurted out. “My guardians do not know I am here. They have arranged for me to marry a man I do not know. But I am betrothed to another. We have loved one another since we were children. This afternoon you spoke of the women who are to become wives to the settlers. I wish to join them. I have my passage voucher right here.” She fumbled through the folds of her cloak for the letter in her pocket.


“No, no.” Pocahontas reached to stop her. “You not understand. The ship with the women, it not leave for twelve moons, maybe more. They only just now get up list of ladies to come. You must wait.”


“But I cannot wait! I must go now!”


“Why such rush?” Pocahontas smiled serenely. “New World still there in twelve moons. You come then. If your father or brother . . . no longer there, I give you home with me until you and your man wed.”


“Thank you, but I cannot wait. I am to be married tomorrow! Once I am wed, I shall never be allowed to leave. Tonight is my only chance to escape!”


“Mmmm.” A faraway look replaced the understanding in the Indian girl’s eyes. “A long time ago, my father arrange a marriage for me. I was young girl then, only thirteen. My father strike bargain with chieftain of warring tribe. I forced to marry man I not love.”


Catherine tried to listen patiently to her new friend’s tale. “You were married before Mr. Rolfe?”


“Yes. I carry first husband’s child, too. But they both die, then I run away. I loved . . . another.” 


When Pocahontas lowered her head and Catherine saw her black eyes squeeze shut, she knew the beautiful princess was sharing a secret hidden deep in her heart. A moment later, she looked back up and smiled. “But that be long time ago. Now, I have wonderful husband and beautiful little son. Perhaps when you marry this man you not know, you have child you love; then you forget your beloved and no longer wish to travel to New World.”


“I cannot marry this man!” Catherine cried. “I love Noah with all my heart! And he loves me!”


Pocahontas fell silent, her dark eyes sad. “Life in New World not easy for woman.” She reached for Catherine’s hands and with one brown fingertip traced a circle in Catherine’s palm. “Your hands very soft. Not accustomed to hard work.”


Catherine drew her hands away. “It is true I live in a world of affluence, but I am used to making do with very little.” She did not add that Lord and Lady Montcrief begrudged every cent they spent on her, that most of her gowns were castoffs of Lucinda’s, and that Catherine herself had altered the garments to fit.


“I see you be very unhappy.”


“I love Noah. I miss my father and my brother. They are all the family I have left.” Catherine’s spirits sank lower and lower. “My mother is gone. I thought the ship with the women was to leave tomorrow and that I could be on it.” When despair threatened to engulf her, she gathered up her cloak to leave.


Pocahontas touched her arm. “In New World woman must work from sunup to sunset. Grow food. Make clothes. And clean. White man’s houses dirty.” Suddenly, she laughed. “White man’s houses very dirty! White man’s ship dirty! England smell bad! Not clean, like forest.”


Despite her wrenching pain, Catherine managed a small smile. London did smell bad. Fine ladies carried scented handkerchiefs pressed to their noses when they went out. But when their shutters were flung open, the foul stench permeated their homes. There was no escaping it, just as for Catherine there seemed no escaping London.


“We clean entire inn before we move in here!” Pocahontas declared. “My people not live in filth! We bathe every day in stream.”


Catherine had read in the news pages about the Princess Pocahontas’s odd habit of bathing daily, which must have seemed very queer to the king, who never bathed or even changed his clothes until they were worn to rags. “I know how to clean,” she said hopefully, “and I could learn to grow food. I helped my mother tend her herb garden.”


Pocahontas paused. “You know how to heal with plants and flowers?”


Catherine nodded. “My mother and grandmother were both naturalists. They taught me how to crush the leaves and flowers and to prepare simples and cures.”


Pocahontas nodded slowly. “You know how to read and write, yes? You know numbers and many English words?”


“Yes,” Catherine nodded eagerly.


“Well . . . then . . . ” Pocahontas sat back. “You come to New World and teach my son Thomas.” She threw off her blanket, hopped to her feet and hurried away. “I go tell John Rolfe I hire proper English tutor for our boy.”
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Chapter 2
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CATHERINE COULD HARDLY believe her ears. Suddenly it dawned on her that if John Rolfe agreed to his wife’s plan, she would have to leave for the New World with only the clothes on her back. With gossip rife amongst the servants, were she to tell the Montcrief footmen she would not be returning home, the entire household would know her whereabouts in minutes. When Lord Montcrief came home that night, he would instantly be told she was not there and also where she’d been taken. He would send someone to fetch her, or worse, come for her himself and drag her back.


She had no time to think further for, in seconds, Pocahontas returned with her husband. Catherine stood up as John Rolfe, a tall man with wavy brown hair, approached. The smile on his face was indulgent as he regarded his pretty little wife, talking animatedly beside him as she walked quickly in order to keep up with his long strides.


“M’wife tells me you are a teacher and that you wish to come to the New World.”


“Yes, sir, I do!”


Pocahontas resumed her seat by the fire and pulled the warm blanket about her shoulders. Rolfe was momentarily distracted as he turned a concerned gaze on his wife. “I fear you may have taken a chill, my dear. Perhaps you should let your women get you to bed. It will be time to board the ship soon. The ocean voyage will not be kind.”


Catherine gazed with concern at the lovely Indian girl, but with her brown skin, it was difficult to tell whether or not her cheeks were flushed.


In a flurry of activity several dark-skinned women rushed in, and soon Pocahontas had bidden both her husband and Catherine good night. To Catherine she said, “I see you on ship tomorrow, my sister.” Then she was bundled off to bed.


Rolfe turned again to Catherine. “My wife and I considered leaving our boy behind to be educated in England, but he is such a mite, she cannot bear to part with him, nor can I. A proper English tutor is the perfect answer. Other children in the colonies need learning, so your talents may prove of value to many. Are you prepared to leave at once?”


Catherine’s mind whirled. “Do I have time to return home and collect a few things?” she asked breathlessly.


“We leave at first light. I plan to work through the night, seeing that everything is loaded . . . our belongings and the supplies we are taking back to the colonists. You may take one of the carriages at our disposal, and when you are ready, board ship tonight. Our cabins are secured on the George, but there are three ships in the fleet. It may be you will be given a berth on one of the other barks.” He moved to a small desk and bent to scribble a few words on a scrap of paper. “See that one of the ship’s officers gets this.”


Catherine could scarcely fathom her good fortune. Pulling her cloak tighter about her shoulders, she turned toward the door.


“Another item of import.” From an inside pocket of his doublet, Rolfe withdrew what appeared to be a list. “I need your name for the ship’s log.” He dipped the quill into the inkwell and gazed up expectantly.


Catherine hesitated. The ship’s log, containing the names of all the passengers on board ship, often appeared in the London news pages. “Catherine . . . Fielding.” In a flash of inspiration, she blurted out her maternal grandmother’s surname instead of her own. Were Lord Montcrief to scan the ship’s log in the news pages, the name Fielding would not give him pause.


She heard Rolfe’s pen scratching as he wrote.


“I have my passage voucher, sir.” She fumbled through the folds of her cloak.


“Not necessary. You are now one of our party.” Straightening, he glanced at her apparel. “I suggest you bring along warmer clothing, Miss Fielding. Heavy woolens, a snug bed rug, and . . .” his eyes flicked toward her feet, shod only in lightweight kid slippers “. . . a pair of sturdy boots. There are no shops in Jamestown to purchase things you will need.”


“Indeed, sir. I am indebted to both you and your wife.”


“We are indebted to you, Miss Fielding. May God grant us a safe voyage.”


Once outside, Catherine bid her waiting footmen to go on ahead without her, telling them her friends would see her home. Moments later, she and two of the Rolfes’ female servants climbed into a small closed carriage and headed for The Strand. Barely able to contain her excitement, Catherine forced her mind to think ahead to what she would need in order to survive harsh winters in the New World.


Nearing the Montcrief town home, Catherine instructed the driver to halt the coach a bit away from the front entrance. Her thoughts raced ahead as she hurried along the footpath. She rang the bell so at least the footman who flung open the door could attest to the fact that she had, indeed, returned home that evening. Then she rushed up the steep stairs to her own chamber, intent on making quick work of what lay ahead. The most pressing problem was how to procure a pair of stout boots, something she had never owned in her life.


Fortunately, she had already packed her valise this morning, so that saved precious time. She stuffed in a heavy gray duroy coat, her hairbrush, her Bible, and her well-thumbed Anglican Prayer Book. She decided if she wore both of her lightweight fustian gowns beneath her cloak that would leave room for the heavy old bed rug folded up on the bottom shelf of the cupboard. With it inside, the satchel would just barely close. After finally getting the bag fastened, it was far too heavy to lift. And she still didn’t have a pair of sturdy boots.


Her mind whirled. To leave the house and ask one of the Indian women who had accompanied her in the Rolfe carriage to come inside and help with the heavy bag would only rouse suspicion. Chewing fretfully on her lower lip, she sat down on the bed. When a fresh idea struck, she leapt to her feet and raced again to the cupboard.


Moments later, she slipped into the corridor carrying a pair of her prettiest slippers and the new silk stockings Lucinda had given her as a wedding gift. Glancing furtively about, she knocked lightly on the door adjacent to hers. Soon a sleepy-eyed girl about Catherine’s age opened the door. Heftier in size, she spent her days lifting and toting heavy buckets of water and coal up and down the stairs.


“Nancy,” Catherine whispered, “I need your help.”


“What be the trouble, miss?” The servant girl yawned widely.


“I need a pair of stout boots.” She held up the dainty slippers. “I’d be much obliged if you’d take these in exchange for the new boots you received last quarter day.”


Coming more fully awake now, Nancy tilted her tousled head to one side. “Now what you be needing boots for, miss? Ye be going somewheres?”


Catherine flinched, but said nothing.


The servant girl didn’t press for an answer, just snatched the slippers and stockings from Catherine’s hands and disappeared into her darkened chamber. Catherine couldn’t see a thing, but she heard muffled sounds and, in what seemed like an eternity, Nancy finally reappeared, fully clothed now and wearing her own new boots. In her hands were an identical pair.


“Here.” She handed the boots to Catherine. “I put your slippers under Mary’s side o’ the bed. Her feet be more your size.” She turned to scoop something else into her arms and stepped from the room. “I knows ye be a-goin’ to the New World, miss, an’ I be a-goin’ with ye.” She thrust her chin up. “I know’s ye been unhappy here. I’s heard ye a-cryin’ into yer pillow. I’s as unhappy here as you are. Now seems a good time for me to be a-leavin’ too.”


Catherine’s eyes widened. “But, Nancy . . . ” She gazed from the maidservant’s determined face to the parcel she carried, but didn’t argue, just turned and led the way to her own chamber. In moments the pair reemerged, Catherine carrying Nancy’s smaller bundle, Nancy, not even breathing hard, toting Catherine’s heavy bag. Both girls wore sturdy brown leather boots laced clean to the ankles.


As they tiptoed down the steep back stairs, Nancy paused when they reached the ground floor. “Wait here, miss.” She set her heavy burden down and disappeared again.


Catherine’s eyes rolled skyward. They’d come this far without awakening or disturbing anyone in the household. What was Nancy up to now? In seconds the girl reappeared carrying yet another small parcel.


“Thought of sumthin’ important we be a-needin’, miss.” She grinned mischievously as she tucked the package under one arm, then hefted Catherine’s heavy bag off the floor.


The two girls noiselessly slipped from the rear of the house, and in no time, both were settled inside the dusty black carriage awaiting them a few yards down the cobbled street.


The vehicle sped through the night towards the busy quay at the mouth of the Thames. The dockside teemed with activity as sailors and journeymen scrambled to fill longboats with goods and supplies which were then loaded onto one of the three hulls rising like phantoms from the murky black water.


Once the four women, Catherine, a wide-eyed Nancy, and the two Rolfe servants who’d accompanied them, had been rowed to one of the ships and helped aboard, Catherine presented the note John Rolfe had given her to the first ship’s officer she saw. All four women were ushered below the main deck into a cramped space on the starboard side of the ship. The cabin was far smaller than Catherine expected, and it contained no furniture. The oil lamp swinging from the midshipman’s hand illuminated the tunnel-like room, lined on either side with a double row of what looked to be wooden troughs. The Indian women seemed to know the troughs were beds and claimed two by dropping their bundles of belongings onto them.


Catherine and Nancy exchanged puzzled looks, then selected a pair of side-by-side troughs and placed their possessions squarely in the middle. Elsewhere in the room, the Indian women unrolled their thick bed rugs, then, rolling themselves back up inside, promptly fell asleep. Catherine and Nancy fumbled in the darkness even as others of the Rolfes’ female servants filtered into the cramped compartment, wordlessly selected their sleeping quarters and settled in for the night.


“I not be a’tall sleepy,” Nancy whispered to Catherine.


“Nor am I,” Catherine replied, still trying to peer through the darkness to inspect their surroundings.


“I think I shall have a walk-about,” Nancy announced importantly, which made both girls giggle.


“I’ll stay here and guard our things,” Catherine whispered back. “Be careful and don’t get lost,” she cautioned just as Nancy tripped over an empty trough on her way to the door.


It was only when Nancy disappeared that Catherine realized she’d brought along another person without express permission to do so, and that Nancy’s name had not been added to the ship’s log, or her passage paid. But, she assumed there would be plenty of time to straighten the matter out in the morning, and she would gladly forfeit her voucher to settle Nancy’s account.


Early the next morning, a loud rap at the cabin door awakened both girls. Suddenly it flew wide open, and a midshipman stepped inside. In a flat, unemotional tone, the man delivered a terse message.


“Mistress John Rolfe, the Princess Pocahontas, is dead.”
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Chapter 3
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STUNNED, CATHERINE could only stare wide-eyed at the man. What could possibly have happened? True, the princess had not felt well the previous evening, but she had certainly not been at death’s door! The news was so shocking as to be disbelieved. Catherine and Nancy could only blink with alarm at one another. Tears streamed down the faces of the Indian women, who had all slept soundly beside the two English girls. When the women began to keen and wail and chant prayers in their native tongue, Nancy flung a bewildered look at Catherine, who was now dabbing at the tears in her eyes as she tried to digest the horrible news.


“Perhaps we should go up on deck, miss,” Nancy said, her tone fearful. “If the ship don’t sail today, we may very well have to . . . well, I don’t know what, miss.”


Catherine could not speak. Nancy was right. If the ships didn’t sail today, which was highly likely given the circumstances, she and Nancy would have no choice but to return to the Montcrief household and face the consequences of their respective misdeeds. Her heart sank as she realized a fate far worse than punishment hung over her head.


Still clothed as they had been the night before, both girls scrambled to their feet. They’d neither one slept well; both had tossed and turned in a futile attempt to get comfortable on the hard wooden floor. The cramped cabin was cold and drafty, heated only by the bodies and breath of the dozen or so women who’d slept beside them, each wrapped tightly in a blanket of security that had now been cruelly snatched from them.


Nancy, with Catherine close on her heels, led the way through the ship’s narrow passages and up a steep flight of steps to the main deck. Blinking into the daylight when their heads emerged from the hold, the girls joined the horde of humanity moving thither and yon on the upper deck, made somewhat slippery as a fine mist seeped through the thick morning fog swirling overhead. Everything felt wet and soggy to Catherine, as if the entire world wept over the death of a beloved daughter. She pulled her heavy cloak tighter about her trembling body. Above them, the raw east wind whipped and snapped through the sails, the motion causing the heavy hulk to teeter this way and that in the choppy water.


A cacophony of noises assaulted them as they made their way to nowhere in particular. They passed several crewmen rolling heavy hogsheads, the large barrels noisily crashing into one another as the men worked to guide them across the listing deck. Several hastily constructed pens, erected right there on deck, held an assortment of farm animals. Cows mooed their displeasure as they, too, sought purchase on the uneven surface, the roiling motion causing their heavy bodies to slam against one another. Goats bleated annoyance. The squeal of frightened pigs contrasted with the raucous crow of roosters squeezed into rickety crates.


As the girls neared the gangplank, dozens of men, women and children clambered onto the ship, all talking loudly and excitedly, each carrying as many bags and bundles as they could manage. Above their chatter, the crew shouted orders, telling the new arrivals where to deposit their belongings and where the various parts of the ship were located. Soon, the men began to turn people back and send them to board the third ship anchored in the harbor. From their cries, Catherine determined the ship they’d boarded the night before was the Inverness.


Huddled together by the ship’s railing, Catherine and Nancy watched the chaotic scene. Suddenly from out of the mayhem, a sturdy fellow, whose garb told them he was a ship’s officer, headed straight toward them.


“Ye be Miss Fielding?” The man addressed Catherine. “With the Rolfe party?”


Unable to find her voice, she nodded tightly.


Beside her, Nancy piped up, “An’ I be her maid, Miss Nancy Mills.”


Catherine’s head jerked around. Until now she hadn’t realized Nancy had a surname, let alone known what it was.


“Follow me to the roundhouse, miss.”


He set off, wending his way through the crowd though not leaving the ship. Icy fingers of fear raced up Catherine’s spine as she hurried to keep pace. Had the Montcriefs already discovered them missing and this “roundhouse” was where they would be detained until Lord Montcrief came for them? Perhaps he was already here, spitting mad. The death of Pocahontas was already having far-reaching effects. It obviously meant the death of Catherine’s dream for a new life. John Rolfe would certainly not be leaving England today, so there was no need for her to make the journey to the New World to tutor their boy. The plain truth was she and Nancy were to be put off the ship.


The officer led them to a spacious cabin secreted high above the quarterdeck. Once they’d stepped inside, Catherine was surprised to find not an incensed Lord Montcrief, but a dozen or so men gathered around a large oaken table, breaking their fast!


“Miss Fielding an’ her maid, Capt’n.”


Catching sight of the young ladies, the captain and several of the men leapt to their feet.


“Be seated, gentl’men,” the captain said. A tattered napkin tucked in his collar, he stepped behind the men to approach the girls.


“Capt’n Phillips, at yer service, Miss Fielding.”


Catherine nodded nervously.


The captain dismissed the midshipman and motioned for the girls to follow him into a small anteroom, which contained a massive desk, two chairs and various and sundry nautical devices. The captain shut the door and turned to face the girls, their eyes round with fright.


“We was all deeply saddened by the news of Mrs. Rolfe’s death, Miss Fielding. Mr. Rolfe tol’ me to look after you and . . . ah . . . yer maid. Actually . . .” he directed a look at Nancy, “Mr. Rolfe dinna’ mention ye was travelin’ with a maid, but, I ’spect, in his grief, it were a mere oversight.”


“Mmmm.” A squeak of alarm escaped Catherine. She was so distraught at the moment that the matter of explaining Nancy’s presence was far and away beyond her capability.


“In any event,” Captain Phillips went on, “we be settin’ sail today as planned, unless ye’ve decided not to travel with us.” He paused, his eyes a question as he looked at Catherine.


“N-no, sir. Our plans have not changed, sir.”


“Very well, then.”


The captain told Catherine that while aboard ship she would take her meals with the other gentlewomen, whilst Nancy would be obliged to dine . . . ah . . . elsewhere. Relief flooded Catherine, and she relaxed a mite.


The captain led them back into the dining chamber, which in their absence, had thinned out somewhat . . . although, Catherine noted, there was still plenty of delicious-smelling food on the table! A growl of hunger escaped her midsection.


“Newell,” the captain barked to one of the men, “show Miss Fielding and her maid to their cabin and ’ave some victuals brought ’round.”


* * * * 
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“GOR-R!” EXCLAIMED NANCY, when they were left alone in a small, neatly furnished cabin tucked in a far corner of the quarterdeck. “I daresay we be right lucky, miss! I feared we was being brought up on charges, and all along we was becoming ‘Important Persons.’ At least, you was, miss!” The relief in her tone echoed that which Catherine felt.


They stood grinning at one another, and when a large wooden tray loaded with food, coddled eggs, thick slices of bacon, warm sourdough bread and mugs of steaming black coffee, was delivered to them, they dug in and ate like starved prisoners.


The high easterly wind that day was more than favorable, and in no time at all, two of the three filled-to-capacity barks put out to sea for the New World. The voyage to Virginia was estimated to take from sixty to eighty days. Near dockside, the George lingered behind. Word was there would be a funeral for the Princess Pocahontas at nearby Gravesend. Catherine realized how lucky she was to have been assigned to the Inverness.


Though the girls’ snug little cabin featured a feather mattress atop a rope bed hanging from the wall, the room was just as cold and drafty as every other nook and cranny on the ship.


After the girls dressed for the day, each headed in different directions to break their fast. Initially, Catherine enjoyed the company of the other women she dined with. From their conversation, it was evident they all possessed some degree of education, as well as a passing knowledge of the social graces. However, Catherine’s remark that her father and brother already had a thriving plantation in Jamestown and that she was to be married as soon as she arrived  elicited cool replies. 


“How nice for you, Miss Fielding, to already have a home awaiting you in the New World,” said one, whose husband planned to establish an iron-ore company in the Virginia colony.


“The rest of us,” said another, “will be obliged to remain aboard ship until our men folk can build a house, a task which can take weeks.”


“Oh, my,” Catherine murmured, “I had no idea.”


That the other women began to regard her in a less-than-agreeable manner did not lessen Catherine’s excitement a whit. Each and every day, she offered up a prayer of thanksgiving that, at long last, she was, indeed, on her way to her father and brother and . . . most of all, to Noah. She imagined how happy they would be, once wed and settled in their own home. She’d make the house pretty for him, for she loved beautiful things. In due time they’d have a child, with more babes to follow. They’d be a happy, loving family. Surely the good Lord had at last looked down and smiled upon her. Every dream in her heart was coming true.


Though conditions on board ship worsened as the voyage progressed, Catherine clung tenaciously to her dream to see her through what were surely the worst of times.


Eventually the supply of foodstuffs on board ship began to dwindle; the butter, cheese and fish grew rancid, cabbages, turnips, and onions wilted and spoiled. The only thing consistently fresh was the milk that came straight from the cows and goats, but it was generally given only to children and those few men who requested it. However, that too dwindled when the rations set aside to feed the livestock began to give out. Meals soon became no more than a simple pease porridge, or boiled mush served in wooden trenchers along with cold hardtack and brackish water, which grew to taste less and less like water and more and more like . . . Catherine became hard-pressed to say.


For Nancy and the rest of the common folk, meals were served anywhere one could find to sit or stand on deck. The women cooked over open “hearths” which consisted of bricks piled up beneath a tripod from which an iron kettle hung suspended over the flames. In rainy weather, when cooking on the open deck was impossible, lower-deck passengers were served cold victuals near a hatchway that opened onto the hold.


In inclement weather, Catherine chose to leave her private cabin only for meals. The filth and slime that accumulated on deck from the livestock made strolling there unpleasant, even hazardous. A sudden lurch of the ship and one could find oneself slipping and sliding in a mish-mash of foul-smelling dung and other murk and mire. The malodor soon permeated the entire ship and reminded Catherine of Pocahontas’s comment about white man’s ships being dirty. Dirty was putting it mildly, she thought. The ever-present stench from overflowing slop buckets and unwashed bodies soon became overpowering.


At times following a hard rain, the crew made an attempt to swab the deck, but all that effort really netted was to move the filth from one end of the ship to the other. Sewage and masses of dirty rainwater managed to filter through the rotting floorboards of the deck and finally end up in the bilge from which an intolerable and sickening odor emanated.


According to Nancy, who daily associated with the common folk at mealtime, the men and women, whose sleeping quarters were similar to one another’s but located in separate parts of the ship, bunked two and in some cases, three and four to a narrow wooden trough. Both girls felt fortunate they’d been spared that inconvenience and insult to their privacy.


They were not spared all insults, however, as it wasn’t long before the lice, fleas, bedbugs, mice, and rats that plagued both passengers and crew, some who slept in elevated hammocks on deck in an attempt to avoid the vermin, soon infested their secluded cabin. Both girls constantly scratched at red whelps all over their bodies.


“I’m beginning to see why Pocahontas insisted on bathing every day,” Catherine remarked irritably as she strained to scratch a spot in the middle of her back.


“I don’t believe that would help,” Nancy said peevishly as she dug at a whelp on her arm.


“If only we had some cottonweed or fleabane.”


“You know about simples and cures, miss?” Nancy asked with interest.


“A bit.” Catherine nodded. “My mother and grandmother taught me how to make salves and potions from herbs and flowers.”


“Perhaps your cures could have saved those souls already lost on our voyage.” Lung ailments and ship fever had claimed several lives, their bodies slipped overboard into a watery grave. “At least we’ve not come down with anything.”


“Thanks to you,” Catherine replied, referring to the parcel of lemons Nancy had snatched at the last minute the night they fled London.


“If m’brothers hadn’t been sailors, I wouldn’t a’knowed that sucking lemons would keep ship fever at bay. Some men, women, too, got no teeth left. Their mouths and tongues so swelled up, their teeth all fell out!”


Catherine blanched.


“Course if I’d been a-caught stealing lemons from the Montcrief’s, we’d a’both been hanged.”


“Or transported,” Catherine said on a laugh. “Which means we’d have ended up on our way to the New World anyhow.”


Due to a lack of anything better to do, she and Nancy whiled away many long afternoons in relative comfort in their private cabin exchanging plans for their future, as well as telling stories from their respective pasts.


Catherine learned that Nancy Mills’ three brothers were all sailors, and both her sisters had married fishermen who lived in villages dotting the southwesterly coast of England. The day the ship had sailed past that part of England, Nancy spent nearly that whole day up on deck, her gray eyes scanning the shoreline, no doubt thinking about the family she would likely never see again. 


From Nancy, Catherine learned there were eighty passengers on board ship, most new settlers bound for Virginia and the promise of new lives. A number of convicts were also aboard, some released from debtors’ prison, their only crime being an inability to pay their debts.


One night as the girls lay in bed quietly talking before they drifted off to sleep, Nancy asked Catherine about her particular status once they reached Virginia. “Seeing as how you done paid my passage, am I to become yer servant, indentured to you and Mr. Noah?”


Catherine considered. She had, indeed, given Captain Phillips her precious voucher for Nancy’s passage and watched him add the name “Nancy Mills” to the ship’s log. Though the girls had lived side-by-side on the third floor of the Montcrief town home for as long as Catherine could remember, they’d never become acquainted. Now, she’d all but ceased to think of Nancy as a maidservant.


“No,” she finally said. “That I took care of your passage shall be our secret. We shall begin our lives in the New World on an equal footing.”


“But, what if I choose to hire on as yer housekeeper, or maid of all work?”


“I expect that would suit. Noah shouldn’t object to my having a maid.” She remembered Pocahontas saying that in the New World, a woman worked from sunup to sunset. “I shall surely require help.”


“Then it be settled,” Nancy concluded. “I shall be in the employ of Mistress Noah.”


Catherine chuckled. “Mistress Colton.”


She recalled how fervently Noah had wished them to wed before the men left for the New World. Though she was just a child of twelve then, he’d held her in his arms and told her how much he cared for her and how happy they’d one day be. Those fond memories and others from their shared childhood had sustained her throughout the years of heartache and loneliness she’d endured in London. And they kept her going now.


After a record sixty-eight days at sea, the two ships at last sailed into Chesapeake Bay. The day was bright and sunny, the sky overhead a clear, cornflower blue. Throughout the long journey, they’d never once set eyes on the George, the third ship in the fleet. Nor was it known whether or not the flagship had even left England.


Following the first cry of “Land ahoy!” the excitement on board ship was palpable. Nearly every last passenger, except the prisoners chained down in the hold, scrambled to get up on the main deck. Jockeying with one another for the best position at the crowded railing, all eyes strained to catch a glimpse of the land they would all soon call home.


Despite the horrendous conditions they’d endured, the terrible food, and several frightening storms, they’d never once been thrown off course. Although a few passengers aboard the Inverness and quite possibly the second ship were still too ill to walk under their own power, they were all grateful to have made it to the New World alive.


Numerous soundings were taken as the two ships, only yards away from one another, drifted noiselessly into the bay; their progress slow as there was little to no wind that day. From the shore the tall ships must have looked like brightly painted ornaments silently perched on the shimmering flat surface of the sea.


That next morning, a strong wind pushed them toward the fort of Jamestown, the ship’s hull creaking and straining as they sliced through the blue-green water toward the James River, one of several waterways that jutted off the bay.


At last, thought Catherine, they had reached their destination.
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Chapter 4
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CATHERINE AND NANCY were amongst those passengers pushed up against the railing of the Inverness, their eyes stung from the wind as they gazed with excitement at each and every sight the ship sailed past.


Catherine had never beheld such tall trees as those lining both sides of the river, among them, oak, walnut, chestnut, pine, and elm. On the forest floor, crimson, gold, blue, and purple wildflowers contrasted sharply with the lush, green foliage. Catherine could hardly wait to explore the woods for flowers and wild herbs, which she meant to dig up and plant in her own garden, she told Nancy.


“You might become Jamestown’s first lady physick,” Nancy replied grinning, her gray eyes also taking in the wonders spread before them.
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