

[image: e9781461703303_cover.jpg]








[image: e9781461703303_i0001.jpg]







Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

 


Rice, Melinda.

Marooned on the Texas coast / Melinda Rice.

p. cm. — (Lone Star heroines)

Summary: Eleven-year-old Georgina and her family are moving to the Texas wild frontier when their ship sinks in a storm. She finds herself alone on the Texas coast with the fierce Karankawa natives and is later rescued by a group of pirate Jean Lafitte’s men before being reunited with her family.

9781461703303

1. Texas early inhabitants, 1820s — Texas — Galveston — Juvenile fiction. [1. Texas early inhabitants, 1820s — Texas — Galveston — Fiction. 2. Karankawa Indians — Fiction. 3. Jean Lafitte — pirates — Fiction.] I. Title.

 



PZ7.R3647 Se 2002

[Fic] — dc21

 


 


 


© 2003, Melinda Rice
 All Rights Reserved

 


 


Republic of Texas Press is an imprint of Wordware Publishing, Inc.
 No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by
 any means without permission in writing from
 Wordware Publishing, Inc.

 


Printed in the United States of America

 


 


 


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
0209

 


 


All inquiries for volume purchases of this book should be addressed to Wordware Publishing, Inc., at 2320 Los Rios Boulevard, Piano, Texas 75074.

Telephone inquiries may be made by calling:

(972) 423-0090






Other books in the Lone Star Heroines series:

 


Secrets in the Sky 
by Melinda Rice

 


Fire on the Hillside 
by Melinda Rice

 


Messenger on the Battlefield 
by Melinda Rice

 


 


 


The Lone Star Heroes series:

 


Comanche Peace Pipe 
by Patrick Dearen

 


On the Pecos Trail 
by Patrick Dearen

 


The Hidden Treasure of the Chisos 
by Patrick Dearen

 


Retreat to Victory 
by J. R. Edmondson





CHAPTER 1
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February 1817

Georgie was cold. And wet, too, but she didn’t know why. There was a roaring in her ears and her head throbbed. She was lying spread-eagle, face down.

WHAT is going on? she wondered. Where am I?

To find out, Georgie cautiously opened one eye, just a slit, and saw gray. Nothing but gray. So she squeezed the eye shut again. The roaring didn’t go away. She was still damp and chilled and uncomfortable. She still didn’t know where she was.

Georgie opened the other eye — just a tiny, squinty bit. Gray, gray, gray. And that roaring was still there, filling her head and blocking out any other sound. Georgie took a deep breath. Before she could change her mind, she opened both eyes wide. It didn’t hurt. But it didn’t help, either. She did not understand what she saw.

Weak light filtered through the winter-bare branches of bushes and trees. Suddenly, a flicker grabbed her attention. Georgie followed the movement with her eyes and saw a drab bird soaring under scudding layers of clouds. Gray branches. Gray bird. Gray clouds. Nothing else moved. Wherever she was, Georgie knew she’d never been here before.

The sound, she suddenly realized, wasn’t inside her head at all. It was coming from somewhere behind her. It was familiar; she knew she’d heard it somewhere before, but she could not quite place it. Roar, crash, boom! Roar, crash, boom! Roar, crash, boom!

Georgie pushed away from the ground, raising herself slowly on both hands. Then she sat up gingerly and pulled her bare legs underneath her. It was a little warmer that way. For some reason her shoes and stockings were gone, and her warm woolen cloak had disappeared, too. Strange, very strange indeed. She looked quizzically at the sand covering both hands, wondering what had happened.

She felt like she ought to know, but she couldn’t quite reason it out. Her brain was moving sluggishly, like molasses in the wintertime. It was difficult to think clearly.

A cold breeze against the back of her neck jolted Georgie from her stupor. She had no idea how long she’d been sitting there, staring stupidly at her fingers. She rubbed her palms together while standing up slowly. The sand, she realized, wasn’t only on her hands. She seemed to be covered with it. No, she decided, not covered — she was positively coated with the stuff, like a chicken battered and ready to be fried for Sunday supper.

And that sound! It was still roaring away behind her. What was it?

Georgie turned around. And all at once, she remembered. The memories came crashing into her head like the waves she saw rumbling onto shore.

The ocean. The ship. The terrible storm.

She stumbled toward the foamy breakers and looked frantically to the right and then the left. There seemed to be all sorts of debris washed up on the beach. Some of it must be wreckage from the Mary Maud. Maybe other people from the ship had washed up here, too.

“Mother!” she called.

Nothing. She tried again.

“Father! Jeff!” she yelled. “Jefferson Johnson, where are you?”

Nothing.

“Mother! Father! Captain Davis! Somebody answer me! Is anyone there? Mother? Mother!”

But the only reply was the roar of the waves, and nothing moved except the clouds and the sea.

Georgie Johnson was alone.





CHAPTER 2
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She didn’t know what to do. Surely someone would come looking for her. But what if there was no one to spread word of the shipwreck? What if she was the only survivor? Images of her parents and her brother, Jeff, flashed through her mind. She saw them on the deck of the Mary Maud, laughing and talking about their new life in the West.

The whole Johnson family had been excited about the move. They had had such high hopes. Georgie remembered when her parents had first begun talking about moving West. That’s the way she always thought of it, with a capital “W.” It was a special place. The way Mother and Father talked made it seem like so much more than a direction on the map. It wasn’t just somewhere on the other side of the Catskills. It was the West — like the Promised Land the preacher was always talking about in his church sermons. The West — land of milk and honey.

“It is much, much better than that,” Father had said when Georgie shared her little insight with him. “Far better than milk and honey, my girl. It is a place of good, rich farmland and unlimited opportunity.” Georgie’s mother had scolded him for blasphemy.

“Really, James, comparing Mississippi with Heaven. Shame on you!”

But her eyes crinkled at the edges as she said it, and she smiled. Mother was just as excited about moving West as he was. So were Georgie and Jeff.

On the long sea voyage from New York, they had talked about their new farm and their new life. New York, Father had said, was too crowded and the land was played out. It had been farmed too long by too many people. “But in the West, it is different!”

After much discussion, the Johnsons had decided to move to Mississippi. It was so far West that it wasn’t even in the United States. It was on the wild frontier, but Father felt sure it would soon become a state. And the Johnsons would be there when it happened!

They could have traveled overland, in wagons and on barges, but Father felt such a trip would be too arduous and take too long. It would be better to go by ship, he’d said. They would sail from the great harbor at New York City, down the east coast, around Florida, and into the Gulf of Mexico to the very fringes of the United States. When they got to the mouth of the mighty Mississippi River, they would switch to a paddle wheeler and steam upstream, looking for a likely place to buy a farm.

Georgie had caught a glimpse of the so-called “Mighty Mississippi” where it emptied into the Gulf of Mexico. Captain Davis had let her look through his spyglass the last day they were at sea, the day the storm hit.

“You see there, Miss Johnson,” he’d said. “There’s the grandest river on the continent.”

Eagerly, Georgie had looked in the direction he pointed, but she wasn’t impressed. It seemed flat and brown and marshy from what she could see. But she did not say so to Captain Davis. He had sailed all over the world, so she gave him the benefit of the doubt. He must know what he was talking about. It was probably more impressive up close.

She swung the spyglass to peer west of the river and was surprised. She had expected the land to change drastically on the other side of the Mississippi River. It was, after all, the Wild, Wild West. But the ocean and the coastline curved away toward the setting sun as far as she could see, looking much the same as the land east of the river.

“What’s out there, Captain Davis?” she had asked.

“Oh miss, you don’t want to go that way,” he’d said. “You’ve got Louisiana, and it’s a pestilent, swampy place. Then everything west of that is owned by Spain — Texas and Mexico. They’re wild, lawless places full of heathen savages, pirates, and thieves. Spaniards, too, of course.”

Georgie had wondered how the Spaniards would feel about being lumped in with pirates and heathens but, once again, she didn’t say so aloud. It would have been rude.

“Beggin’ your pardon, miss,” the captain had said then. “But you might want to get below decks. It looks like a big blow is coming, and you’ll be safer down there.”

“But Captain Davis, it’s a lovely evening!” she had protested. The sun was a great fiery ball sinking into the waters of the gulf, out where the captain said Texas was. Georgie imagined she could hear the sun sizzle as it hit the water. The sky was orange and pink and purple. It was a glorious sunset, and she wanted to watch.

“Aye miss, pretty it is, but look there,” he’d said, pointing to a speck on the horizon to the south. Georgie aimed the spyglass where he pointed and saw clouds. They seemed to be climbing up out of the water, just as the sun was sinking into it. As she watched, they got bigger, and in minutes Georgie could see them easily with unaided eyes. She felt a cool gust on her cheek.

“Nasty storm comin’,” said the captain. “Get below, miss. You’ll be safe there.”

She had fled to the passenger compartment, but she hadn’t been safe. No one had been safe. Within hours, the storm was upon them. It raged for what seemed like days, shaking the ship violently from side to side. People cried and screamed, they prayed and threw up from seasickness. A disgusting mixture of seawater and vomit sloshed across the floor as the ship lurched. The stench was overpowering. The wooden ship, which had seemed so huge to Georgie when she had first seen it, was no match for the sea or the storm. With a terrible grinding sound, the Mary Maud bottomed out as it was flung into too-shallow water. The storm subsided almost at once, as if stranding the Mary Maud had been its goal all along. As Georgie climbed to the deck with her family and some other passengers, she heard the crew muttering about bad omens.

The ship no longer floated, but the dry land was still many yards away, and the dark water between the stranded vessel and the beach was too deep to wade. The crew set to work, loading provisions, cargo, and passengers into the lifeboats so they could be ferried to the beach. But the storm wasn’t done with them yet. As the sailors worked and the frightened passengers scrambled for safety, the wind howled again and rain came pelting at them from a black sky. A mighty wave wrenched the ship from where it had grounded and tossed it back into the deep sea.

Georgie was thrown overboard. She opened her mouth to scream for help but only managed to suck in seawater as the waves closed over her head. She kicked frantically and bobbed to the surface, coughing out briny water and flailing for something to hang on to. Her fingers touched something, scrabbled, and missed. A small barrel bobbed past her, headed out to sea.

Georgie went under again. When she surfaced, the Mary Maud was gone. The water around her teemed with things from the ship, but the mighty sailing vessel itself was nowhere to be seen. Georgie kicked toward something that looked like a crate floating in the water. It turned out to be several pieces of wood, lashed together and trailing a bit of rope. Struggling in the angry sea, Georgie managed to wrap the rope around one wrist and haul herself onto the boards. She clung there, straining to see something in the dark, until the storm finally died away. A long time later, the natural movement of the waves ushered her onto shore.

A growling in her stomach brought Georgie back to the present. She was hungry. Thirsty, too. She glanced down at her left wrist and saw a raw, red mark made by the rope. She had a vague memory of stumbling out of the surf and unwinding the wet cord before collapsing on the sand. How long ago had that been? She had no idea. And no inkling of what to do next. Surely she wasn’t the only person to survive the storm? Surely not.

Even as she shook her head, Georgie knew she had to face the terrible truth. Her family might be dead. Even if they were alive somewhere, looking for her, there was no telling when rescue might come. She was going to have to fend for herself — at least for a while.
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Georgie needed food and water. Looking down at her sea-soaked dress, she realized she needed clothes, too. She had no idea what had happened to her cloak or shoes, but she wished she had them now. It was cold! Turning away from the sea, Georgie looked back toward the tree line. That would be the place to find a freshwater stream, she thought. Those trees would give her more shelter than the exposed beach, too. But she wasn’t likely to find much to eat in the winter-barren woods. She turned and eyed the beach again.

It was littered with boxes and barrels and tangled heaps of wood and rope — all that was left of the Mary Maud. Surely she could find something useful among the wreckage. The ship had been carrying food and water for the crew and passengers. What to do? Woods or beach? Woods or beach? She couldn’t decide.

Finally, she opted to search among the wreckage strewn along the shore. It would be easier than tramping through the woods and would keep her where rescuers could see her. With one last glance at the horizon, Georgie set off. First she came to a great wooden crate, so big it came up to her shoulders. She rapped on its side with her knuckles. Hollow. Walking around the big wooden box, she saw that one side was gone. It was empty. Georgie kept walking. Next she found a long piece of rope.

This might come in handy, she thought, stooping to pick it up. She coiled it as she walked, keeping her cold bare feet just out of reach of the waves. Next she came across a smashed barrel. Then another box, much smaller than the first but, like it, broken and empty. Every so often she passed a jumbled heap of boards and timbers, some tangled with rope, some with nails still protruding from them. Those would come in handy for building a shelter, she knew, but she did not take them with her. She knew where they were, and she could always come back and get them later.

What she really wanted now was food and water. Georgie was very thirsty. She began eyeing the waves. The sea was water, right? Saltwater, but water. After a few more minutes Georgie could think of nothing else. Water, water, water. Dropping her rope, she dashed into the surf, sank to her knees in the frigid waves and, scooping up two big handfuls of seawater, swallowed them down. The cold brought her to her senses. She staggered out of the waves as her stomach twisted. She bent over and retched up all the briny water, then started crying. She was thirstier than ever.

As Georgie swiped at her tears, she saw something from the corner of her eye. It looked like . . . it was! A trunk! It was a trunk! Surely there’d be something useful to her there. Sometimes people packed food in their luggage. She picked up the rope she had dropped, then hurried across the damp sand. There had been many such trunks aboard the Mary Maud. The Johnsons had owned several. Georgie pushed those thoughts away. She wouldn’t think of her family now.

The trunk lay on its side, spilling its contents onto the beach. Clothes! Men’s trousers and coats, several fine dresses and petticoats to go with them, stockings, a warm woolen cloak, and several sets of clothes for a boy. There was a quilt, too. The bright colors of its patchwork peeped from beneath the tumbled clothing. Georgie dug through the trunk, tossing aside broken crockery, a darning needle, two soggy books, and the shattered remains of what might have been a lamp. At the very bottom of the trunk were two parcels. Unwrapping the smaller of the two, Georgie found a brooch with tiny purple stones around its edges. Amethysts. Beautiful — but totally useless to her under the circumstances. Still, the pretty bauble made Georgie feel better. She dropped it into the pocket of her grimy dress. Then she reached for the other bundle. Before she finished unwrapping it, she knew what it was and started grinning. This would come in very handy, indeed. A knife! Its keen blade glinted dully in the fading light as Georgie pulled off the last of its wrappings.

She looked up and realized the sun was going down. She could see it, a dim disc behind the clouds, sinking over the horizon. That way must be west. A whole day was gone. Now what? She had found no food or water. It was time to look in the woods. She’d be out of the wind there, at least. And though she had nothing to eat or drink, at least she had warmer — cleaner! — clothing.

The trunk was too heavy for Georgie to drag with her, so she sorted through the tangle of material. Some of the clothes were practically dry! But there was a problem. All the dresses were too big for her. They were for a grown-up lady. Finally Georgie chose a pair of boy’s trousers and a matching shirt, three pairs of stockings, and a short coat such as a man would wear to church. It was so long on Georgie that the hem very nearly brushed her ankles. She bundled it all into the cloak, added the knife to the pile, then tied it up with the rope and slung the bundle over her shoulder. Last of all, she drew the quilt from the trunk and wrapped it around her shoulders.
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