
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      This was dangerous territory, Mary-Michael reminded herself as his lips came down on hers in her very first kiss. Her emotions were in jeopardy. She didn’t like this feeling of helplessness when he touched her the way he was touching her… as though he treasured her, adored her. And she most especially didn’t want to lose her heart to this man.

      If she were honest with herself, she’d known all along that this was a possibility. Perhaps that was why she had tried her best to keep him at a distance. Now with her husband’s blessing, she stood in this room, about to make love with this man. She was going to break her vow of fidelity while at the same time she prayed to get with child.

      She shouldn’t be reveling in the myriad of sensations he created in her. She shouldn’t be enjoying this as much as she was. All this man had to do was touch her, hold her, whisper sweet words to her and she was tingly and wet between her legs. Her breasts ached as she pressed herself into his embrace. Surely he would think her a harlot.

      It doesn’t matter what he thinks, does it? As long as I conceive a child.

      “I… You should know I’ve never taken a lover.” She wasn’t lying. Really. Mary-Michael hoped it was a reasonable enough explanation for her skittishness.

      “I know.” He stepped toward her and his hand brushed the strap of her petticoat off her shoulder. He bent to kiss the flesh he exposed and the simple act caused a vicious clenching reaction in her womanly parts.

      Her trembling legs could barely hold her up as he lifted her petticoat over her head and exposed her breasts to him. She felt so inadequate that she crossed her arms over her front and covered her chest with her hands. He ran his finger around the band holding her drawers up at her waist. Finding the ribbon, he pulled it and let them drop to the floor as well.

      He took her lips with his in yet another kiss, and surprised her when he swept her naked form up in his arms, lifting her as though she weighed nothing. The hair on his forearms tickled the backs of her thighs as he carried her to the bed and lowered her in the center without ever parting lips. His hands caressed her sides without touching her breasts, almost as though he understood her fear, her last thread of hesitance. Backing away, he began to remove his clothing while he went through the room extinguishing two of the three lanterns and bolting the door.

      Mary-Michael drew the covers back on the bed and watched him as he undressed. His entire body was well-muscled and he moved with grace and fluidity for one so tall and large. His naked back was darker than his round bottom, telling her he obviously went around without a shirt quite frequently. A part of her wanted to touch the dimples above the cheeks of his bottom, and stroke her hands along the taut curves and planes all over his body.

      Her breath caught in her chest. She was unable to breathe. God he was beautiful. Desiring him was surely going to lead to heartbreak. She had to stop herself from thinking these primal thoughts of the two of them together—mating and satisfying the needs of each other’s bodies—surely it was sinful.
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        Curtis Bay, Maryland, Late June, 1836

      

      

      Lucky Gualtiero strode through the bustling Watkins Shipyard and watched as a hundred or more men and boys left their work stations as the day drew to an end. He knew from the position of the sun that it was nearing six-thirty, and realized he may have to wait until morning to meet with the owner. Slapping the leather folio against his thigh, he was impatient to introduce himself and speak with this shipyard’s architect on record, M. Michael Watkins. In his folio were the specifications and drawings compiled by his partner, Ian Ross-Mackeever, heir to the first Earl Mackeever, and some notes Lucky had compiled over the past weeks visiting other shipyards, as well as the letter from their creditor bank in London guaranteeing the mortgage for two new clippers.

      This was the last stop of the three North American shipyards and Ian’s builder of choice, as his father had worked for Mr. Watkins before his death twelve years ago. Lucky made his way through the dry dock, looking for their offices, while scrutinizing several new vessels under construction, all at different stages. One appeared near finished and was afloat dockside, and another was just a hull up on blocks, still in the early stages of interior construction. Others were in various stages between.

      For Lucky, watching the building process was enlightening, because he could clearly recognize the quality of workmanship at different stages in the construction. So far it appeared Watkins built a very fine hull from what he saw. The in-water boat had three solid masts, where one of the two on blocks nearest him awaited cladding, the copper plating used to prevent shipworm and saltwater from damaging the wood. All the wood used for hulls appeared to be solid cypress. The rudder was about to be placed on the hull in dry dock, which would be interesting to watch if he was still here when they raised it. The inner post and stern post were already affixed and the rudder–a typical gunstock shape–lay on blocks on the ground waiting for the hinge apparatus to be joined to it. Once that was done, the whole unit would be lifted into place.

      He turned and kept walking toward what he thought were the company offices, a brick two-story building, and was stopped by a lad as he neared the door.

      “Can I help you?”

      Lucky turned to look at the most amazing thing he’d seen in his life, a young female garbed for working in a shipyard with the voice and diction of an educated woman.

      His momentary shock faded and he met the golden brown-eyed gaze of a young lady. With straight auburn hair of undetermined length tied back and bound in netting, her golden-red-brown eyebrows arched delicately over an expressive, curious gaze. A sprinkling of freckles spread across her cheeks, over the bridge of her nose and up to her forehead. She stood near chin-height to him, and wore what appeared to be charcoal-gray breeches, and a short-sleeved, lightweight, dove gray jacket, that fell over the hip. Under that, a white blouse buttoned up to the chin to protect her modesty. She had a pretty face, even though her eyes appeared tired, and her smile looked almost forced.

      “May I help you?” Now she sounded a tad put out that he’d kept her waiting for his reply, her wide-brimmed straw hat dangling by its tied strings from her fingers.

      He shook his head to clear his thoughts. “I’m looking for Mr. Spenser Watkins, or a Mr. M. Michael Watkins.”

      “I am Mary-Michael Watkins, and my husband, Mr. Spenser Watkins, has gone for the day.” She fumbled with her pad and pencil and her hat and jacket while she waited for him to reply.

      Damnation. The first intriguing young woman he’d met in a long time and she was married. Seemed to be his luck of late. Mrs. Watkins was interesting-looking—no, attractive, very attractive. Attractive and yet… different. The rake in him wanted to see just how married she was. Maybe, if he played his cards right, he just might get–God, he hated when his friends said it–but perhaps he might get lucky.

      He grinned what he hoped was his best smile. “My name is Lucky Gualtiero, Captain of Avenger, currently riding at anchor in your harbor.”

      Her eyes widened, then just as quickly narrowed and she squinted as though inspecting a bug under a magnifying glass, and thought to see through him to the truth. It made him somewhat uncomfortable. “My partner and I founded Empire Tea Importers, and currently sail two one-hundred and twenty-foot clippers⁠—”

      “—that beat the Ann McKim in the Transatlantic Challenge last summer,” she finished for him.

      “Aye, we did.” Lucky didn’t enjoy bragging, but in this instance he was proud of what he and Ian had accomplished. They had beat what was purported to be the fastest clipper on the ocean to date. A clipper that was built right here in this very shipyard. “My partner and I are looking to expand our tea import business by adding two more ships to our fleet. We are in the market to have some custom work done and your shipyard came highly recommended.”

      Her eyebrows rose and she smiled a crooked smile at him. “Oh? By whom? McKim?”

      “No. My partner, Ian Ross-Mackeever.”

      “He knows of our work?

      “Yes.” He saw her struggle to place the name.

      She pursed her lips and squinted, apparently deep in thought as she seemed to search her recollections. “Ian Ross. Why does that name sound familiar? Likely he’s had work done here before.”

      “No. His father worked for… your husband.”

      “That’s right.” Recognition registered on her face and she smiled. “Ian is Hamish’s son. No, Hamish Ross worked with my husband. They were partners. Mr. Watkins still speaks of his dear friend often.”

      Lucky followed Mrs. Watkins to the office. She held the door for him and he entered, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dim light of the entrance hall. He paused just inside the door and waited for her. Then it struck him.

      Had he lost all manners? She held the door open for him, and obedient lamb that he was, he followed her. She had to be no older than twenty-two or twenty-four and she was married to Spenser Watkins? He’d gotten the impression from Ian that Watkins was an elderly man. And what was even more disconcerting than the age difference, was the fact that she was so... so... comfortable in her position, even in her scandalous clothing. She didn’t get flustered or nervous as a young woman at home would have upon meeting a gentleman while she was alone. Alone and awkwardly dressed.

      Oh, there was no lack of modesty, for she was covered from chin to toe even in this sticky heat. He was sure her baggy breeches, light jacket and tall leather boots served the purpose for working in a shipyard. That big straw hat did an excellent job of keeping the sun off her face because while she was not as milky-fair as the young ladies at home, she bore the healthy glow of someone who enjoyed the outdoors, much like his sisters.

      Lucky appreciated the sway of her bottom as he followed her up the stairs, then through a narrow corridor toward a great, open ante-chamber with a bank of open doors where she motioned him in. He wondered at her position in the business as he met the gaze of one gentleman standing at a drafting table who nodded a simple greeting. The man worked on making copies of the architectural print spread before him, as two other men in rolled-up shirtsleeves worked in offices with doors also open to the main antechamber. This, he was certain, was to aid in the circulation of air for as he was quickly learning, summer in Baltimore was a hot and muggy season indeed.

      Mrs. Watkins led the way through an open door, one marked Spenser Watkins in black lettering on the frosted glass pane. She left this door wide open as she went into the room. His eyes followed her trouser and jacket-clad form as she moved behind the desk. She unbuttoned and removed her loose jacket, revealing her sleeveless white, high-necked blouse underneath and exposing her bare arms. Lucky’s mouth suddenly felt dry as the desert in Africa. Not only was she beautiful to look upon, the woman was lithe, graceful, and in his opinion perfectly formed. What in heaven’s name was she doing working in a shipyard? And the men in the antechamber behaved as though her presence was normal and accepted.

      “Please. Have a seat.” She motioned to a chair and put her hat on the rack with her jacket, then took a seat herself behind a large, masculine desk. She began to rifle through the drawers in search of something, then lifted out a fresh sheet of paper and a sharpened pencil.

      Lucky didn’t know how to say what he wanted, and instead asked, “Will your husband be in the office tomorrow?”

      If he hadn’t been paying attention he would have missed it—the change in her expression. It was so subtle, but there nonetheless. It had gone from warm and friendly to business-like and reserved.

      “Yes,” she replied. “He doesn’t tolerate the midday heat very well at his age so keeps morning hours, returning home around noon. If you would rather speak directly with him, he is usually here around seven a.m. We tend to get more work done in the office early in the day when it is cooler. In the afternoon, you can usually find me out in the yard where the breeze off the bay makes the outdoors more bearable.”

      Lucky nodded. What had come over him? He’d been confident in his skills to bed her only a moment ago, and now… He cleared his throat, nervous that his next words might offend her, but he’d never encountered a woman–a young woman–in such a position of leadership in a male-dominated business such as this. “Mrs. Watkins, I’ll be frank with you. I have never done business of this magnitude with a woman.”

      “Not many men have.” She set aside the pencil and lifted her tired gaze to his, and recognized his hesitation. “And you are not the first to have this reaction, but I assure you I am quite competent in what I do.” She pointed at the wall of windows beside them. “Each one of those ships out there in that yard was designed by me, and built by the men who work for my husband’s shipyard. There are twenty-eight vessels of my design currently sailing the world. I might be relatively young, but I am more current in the mechanic arts as it applies to naval architecture, and the engineering of composite materials than most men currently designing clippers. If you would like references I can give you the names of boats and their owners. Some of whom still do not know a woman designed their ship.” She stared straight into his eyes and grinned. “But you know the most famous of my designs rather well, don’t you captain? One day you’ll have to tell me how you did it. How you beat Captain McKim.”

      Lucky felt he was surely gaping at her, unaccustomed to such dialog coming from a woman. He didn’t want to be rude to her, but even she admitted this situation was quite unusual.

      She lifted the pencil again, and rolled it between her hands. “Now, what is it you are looking for, Captain? You mentioned custom work.”

      “Yes.” He cleared his throat and noticed a spark of interest rise in her expression when she glanced up at him. “My partner and I are looking for new builds. Two of them.”

      She smiled. “That is my specialty. If it relieves your concerns, all business related to the transfer of funds and signing of contracts, will be handled through my husband, our firm’s legal counsel, and our accountant here at Watkins Shipbuilding.”

      “Good,” he replied, relieved she’d not been offended by his statement.

      She was very much professional and all business as she said, “I’d like to know what you need. What do you want in a boat? What size, type, number of masts, cargo hold, guns, cabins, construction? I engineer the design according to what your needs and desires are.” Astonished at hearing her speak, Lucky did not interrupt her, as he was eager to hear what she had to say.

      Mrs. Watkins confidently leaned back in her husband’s too-big chair, her elbows on the armrests which pulled the material of her shirt tight across her slight bosom. “Here at Watkins, we craft solid wood hulls of oak, cedar or cypress, all of which is prevalent in these parts. We then sheath the hull in a fifty-fifty copper and zinc alloy, to reduce the speed of erosion. We clad on top a layer of tar one-quarter of an inch thick. The plate is up to twenty-four inches above the load waterline at aft and amid, graduating up to thirty-six inches above at the bow. All logs are milled and seasoned here on site. We have our own loggers, blacksmiths, fitters, and coopers.”

      His mouth went dry and he was unable to peel his gaze away from her face as she spoke. This fascinating woman was talking to him of ship construction. At home, talk of this sort was usually left for the company of men. How on earth had she received the education necessary to do something only the brightest of men in the world could do? Still dumbfounded, he shook his head. “I’m going to admit to being knocked off kilter with your questions. I hadn’t prepared myself to discuss these things with a... a woman, and...” He felt a bit sheepish, and uncomfortable. “I don’t mean to offend you.”

      She grinned at him again. A full, true smile. Her teeth were white and mostly straight and she had two dimples, not just the adorable one on the left. She was truly enchanting and vibrant, not milky-white, or rouged. This young woman radiated beauty from within, and it caused his heart to skip a beat, maybe two, even though she was married. “None taken, I assure you. If it would make you feel better, I can have my draftsman, Mr. Andrew Nawton, come in and take notes with us.”

      “No,” he began, then cleared his throat, still a bit nervous as he glanced out to the drafting table beyond the open door. “This is fine.” Lucky reached into the file folder and handed Mrs. Watkins their specification sheet. “The top half—” he motioned to the upper portion of the sheet, “has our requirements. Where this section—” he pointed below that, “is a wish list, of sorts. If they are possible, we’d like to see them done also.” He pushed the pages across the desktop to her.

      Mrs. Watkins scanned the pages and began to make notes. “We can do single tree masts, though I recommend composite—especially for the main and fore—simply because of the size.” She looked up at him with luminous, golden-brown eyes and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth preventing him from replying. He had to get over this fascination with her, especially if they were to conduct business. He didn’t want to offend the woman’s husband. “But we can discuss that later.” She turned her attention back to the sheet in front of her and continued to scribble her notes, then looked up at him again. “One hundred eighty-five feet is lengthy,” she said. “Depending on how she’s sparred, it could appear too long, or visually unbalanced. What’s your cargo?”

      “Tea,” he replied. “And perhaps other cargo, eventually.”

      “Human cargo?” Their eyes met and he understood her meaning.

      “Never.” He tried not to sound too judgmental. He knew slavery was an accepted practice in the States. Even though he didn’t agree with it, he didn’t want to offend the potential shipbuilder for his business.

      She exhaled a deeply held breath and relaxed her shoulders, which told Lucky exactly where she stood on the issue. And thankfully they were of one mind.

      “Good. I don’t think my conscience would allow me to build for the slave trade,” she replied and continued asking him questions and making notes. “What is your timeline for delivery? We are about to have a slot open for a new build. Though only one right now, as we’re soon to have Carolina floated. Ajax is the nearly completed boat at the dock, her owner is expected at the first of the month for transfer of ownership. At the moment, construction is running ten to twelve months, and I don’t foresee it getting any faster as my yard is fully utilized right now.”

      Lucky could only nod his head in agreement, still a bit unbalanced by the whole discourse. They continued their discussion on specifications and requested items, closing with Mrs. Watkins asking for a few days to sketch something he might like. Lucky, again, could only agree, so dumbstruck and fascinated by this intelligent wisp of a young woman.

      “Please, come by tomorrow morning. Say, around eight. I will make sure Mr. Watkins is here. I’m certain he would love to hear how Hamish’s son fares.” She backed the chair away and stood. When she reached out with her ungloved right hand, intending for him to shake it, Lucky stared at it for a moment. At home, a young lady was never so forward as to offer her hand to a gentleman she did not know, much less an ungloved hand. It felt as though he’d entered a strange land with strange customs and courtesies. But rather than offend her, as she might be designing his and Ian’s new tea clippers, he reached out and took it, holding it lightly between his thumb and fingers.

      The heat radiating up his arm from their touch jolted him, and his body reacted in ways he’d never experienced. He’d been with many women intimately, but this was a feeling beyond anything he’d ever known or felt. A warm tremor moved through him, finally settling low in his abdomen.

      Before meeting Mrs. Watkins, the women he’d had affairs with never interested him long enough to want anything beyond a quick, mutually satisfying romp in the sheets. He’d never had a mistress because of his business, though he was known to visit only the finest establishments with the most-skilled courtesans his connections could afford him.

      Never had he met a woman and instantly… craved.

      He looked down at the tiny hand in his, which was far easier than looking into the depths of her amber-colored eyes, or focusing on her luscious pink lips. And he craved her like he had no other.

      He found his tongue and thanked her for her time and promised to return in the morning. Feeling the room closing in on them, he realized that he’d completely forgotten that there was another man in the antechamber and at least two others in offices nearby. She’d made him forget the world outside this room so much that he could have easily reached down and kissed another man’s wife. And while he’d enjoyed the favors of more than a few willing wives over the years, he always had to know beforehand if the woman was in a certain type of relationship with her husband. The last thing he wanted was some lovesick spouse calling him out.

      When it came to dallying with married women, the other rule he kept was never dallying with the wives of friends. And he hoped to hell Watkins wasn’t a likable chap, because Lucky definitely had to watch himself where Mrs. Watkins—Mary Watkins—was concerned. He wanted the red-headed beauty in the worst way. Right now he felt the need for a cold swim, and as water cold enough to subdue his rising ardor wasn’t likely to be found around here, a confessional and penance might do the trick.

      Once he exited the building, he walked briskly toward town intending to find a confessor.
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        * * *

      

      Mary-Michael closed the door to her husband’s office and plopped into his over-stuffed leather chair. Her nerves still rattled from the man’s touch. How had she maintained her calm business-like demeanor when all she wanted was to melt into a puddle of muck at the man’s feet? Thinking on it, she decided that the way he held himself, the way he spoke, dressed, and walked all contributed to the air of confidence that intrigued and aroused her. All of it together made him so… captivating.

      And then he touched her. Yes, she’d held her hand out first to shake his, so theoretically, she’d encouraged his touch, but oh, heaven–Mary-Michael smiled in the empty room. That was forward!

      At one point she felt as though she might lose his interest, just as she had on many occasions in the past when a potential customer discovered M. Michael Watkins was not a male, but she quickly touted her credentials and areas of study she’d focused on when learning this trade, all so as not to lose this possible sale. She knew Mr. Watkins would be proud.

      Laying her head on her crossed arms on top of the desk, she heaved a deep, trembling sigh. God help her. This was not good. What was his name again, this friend of Ian Ross? He had a British accent, but his surname wasn’t English. Was it Spanish or Italian? Portuguese perhaps? She sighed as she recalled his image. He had an exotic appearance, with a swarthy, olive-skinned complexion and head full of shaggy, wavy hair. His strong square jawline and chin bore a smattering of stubble, as though he’d not shaved recently. Instead of making him appear unkempt and disgusting, it had the opposite effect on her. He appeared rakishly handsome in his finely tailored and starched white shirt, form-fitting buff-colored breeches and high black leather boots polished to a near mirror-shine–unlike her own scuffed black work boots.

      The man also wore no coat, likely because of the unseasonably warm weather, but she felt sure that if he had, it would be of the same superior quality as his breeches and linen shirt. And under all that fine clothing, he looked to be well-muscled and very fit, telling Mary-Michael that he obviously spent his days working right alongside his crew.

      She sat up and stared out the open windows into the busy shipyard, and recalled the full lips that had captured her gaze more than once. Mary-Michael had had to force herself not to let it linger there, for he could easily have suspected she was a woman of loose morals had he caught her. This business was hard enough for a man. The only credibility she had—and she fully recognized this—was in her marriage to her husband, one of the finest shipbuilders on the eastern seaboard. And she realized that she only had a short time remaining to establish herself before he passed away, and she would be left on her own. Which is why she could never have her reputation called into question. Ever. Not if she intended to keep and run Watkins Shipbuilding after Mr. Watkins’ passing.

      Though she might not remember the man’s name, she certainly remembered his look. And the one time he smiled fully, she got a glimpse of even white upper teeth, with the lower ones just slightly, endearingly crooked. It didn’t detract from his looks at all and was perhaps the tiniest of imperfections in the most perfect specimen of man she’d ever seen in her life. Oh, and his eyes... Surely his dark brown eyes could see into her soul, witnessing all the conflicted emotion his presence created within her. Something that had never existed until he arrived. The man was unnerving and quite simply beautiful. She could think of no other word to describe him but beautiful.

      Suddenly, the project her husband mentioned a few days earlier was now forefront in her mind. Mary-Michael now had to reconcile the morality of it against the reality. She was a married woman with a husband who couldn’t give her what she so desperately wanted, because that wasn’t the kind of marriage they had. And she was not willing to attempt adoption again—especially after the pain of having what was very nearly her son and daughter taken from her as they cried out for her with outstretched arms. To this very day she still cried about it, only now it wasn’t several times a day. It wasn’t even every day. But all she had to do was think about them and the tears welled.

      She forced herself to change her thoughts to something more pleasant, and the image of the ruggedly handsome captain came to mind. And she thought about what her husband had recently proposed to help her achieve this one last dream before his death. If she gave birth to a son, she and her husband would have an heir for the shipyard.

      But she had to conceive this child first.

      Flustered with all these emotions, and unable to think clearly about work, Mary-Michael stood and collected her light jacket, ready to call an end to the long day. As she left the office, she said goodnight to Andrew, asking him to lock up on his way out. She walked through the long hallway, lined with framed drawings of the most prominent vessels her husband’s shipyard had built over the thirty years he’d been in business. She wanted to draw something on par with Olympia or Mermaid for this client. A vessel sleek and fast, able to cut through the waves and fly with wind.

      Wending her way into the shipyard stable, she saw her driver busy hammering a shoe to the horse’s hoof and changed her mind. “Victor, I think I shall walk home this evening. I could use the exercise.” Not to mention the time to think on what she’d now tell her husband about the visitor and what he wanted. She also needed to reconcile these errant emotions which were sure to get her into trouble if anyone noticed.

      “It’s not safe for a young woman such as yourself to go walkin’ through these streets near the docks.” Victor, Mr. Watkins’ servant for longer than she’d been alive, started his usual rant about her walking. “One never knows what mischief lies around a corner out there now-days.” He set the horse’s foot down and looked at the four to check them for balance. “If you’d give me a few minutes, I’ll have the ol’ girl between the shafts in no time, and get ya home safe soon enough.”

      Mary-Michael leaned against a post and watched as he picked the hoof up again and removed the temporary nail holding the shoe, took the file from his back pocket and began to rasp more hoof away.

      “Besides, I wasn’t expectin’ ya to leave early today.”

      “It’s not early, Victor. Why, it’s almost time for dinner. Besides, you know walking helps me clear my head after a busy day. We have a potential new client and I want to think about some designs from the notes I took during the meeting. He’ll be coming back tomorrow morning to meet with Mr. Watkins.”

      “At least get one of the lads from the Dutchman’s crew to walk wit’ ya. You know Mr. Watkins don’ want you walkin’ alone with that lawman pesterin’ you.”

      Mary-Michael began the trek through the yard toward the street. “He can’t hurt me, Victor. I can out-run him if I had to.” She held up a hand to wave at him as she kept walking. “See you at the house,” she said, calling back at Victor.

      Once through the yard, it was only a short eight blocks to the house she shared with Mr. Watkins, and their servants, Victor and his wife Sally. She could run the distance in less than ten minutes, but a nice leisurely walk through the wharf business area wasn’t as bad as people often thought it was. For certain there were the shady types, the drunken rogues who hung around the alleyways near the pubs waiting for their doors to open, though the constable kept most of them in line. But for the most part, people down here were hard-working, church-going people. She should know, this was where she’d grown up. Now every day she passed the dry goods store she once lived above as a child before the fever took her parents, leaving her and her brother George orphaned. This was her home. She’d never left Indian Point in her life, except to visit Mr. Watkins’ farm several times a year. Her community wasn’t as bad as Victor always made it out to be.

      The houses on Washington Street weren’t like the houses further in town with lots of extra rooms for visitors. Most of these modest homes belonged to tradesmen and their families, and thus were on the small side. Though the home she shared with Mr. Watkins was one of the larger of these, it wasn’t by much. Mr. Watkins had added onto the house when his first wife Abigail had been with child, so this house had four bedrooms, where most had two or three. He’d also turned one of the two downstairs sitting rooms into a study for himself not long after that first wife passed away trying to deliver their babe. Mary-Michael had spent many hours in that study reading educational tomes from Mr. Watkins’ vast collection.

      She crossed her front porch, relishing the tiny bit of evening breeze they caught up here on the slight knoll over-looking the bay, and pushed open the door. “I’m home, Sally,” she called out as she went down the hallway looking for Mr. Watkins in his study. She tossed her jacket on the banister rail and heard Sally acknowledge her from out in the kitchen. “I walked, so Victor will be along soon. He was nailing a shoe on Buttercup when I left. She must have lost it when Victor brought Mr. Watkins home at noon.” She knocked softly on her husband’s office door, and after getting no reply, she thought perhaps he was asleep. Cautiously pushing the door open, she discovered she was right. The gray-haired old man sat in his favorite wing chair in the corner, holding the evening paper, sound asleep.

      His cloudy eyes opened and he smiled. “Ah, Mary, my girl. A man couldn’t have a better companion.”

      “I’m also your wife, Mr. Watkins.” She poured herself a glass of water and took a seat across from him on the settee.

      “Aye. You are that.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What’s Sally cooking for dinner?” Mr. Watkins made a great show of raising his paper and snapping the wrinkles from it.

      “I don’t know, sir, but it smells delicious.”

      “She doesn’t cook a thing that isn’t, my girl.” Her dear, wizened husband brought the page right up to his face and began to peruse the headlines. “So how is everything at the office?”

      “It got interesting right before I left,” Mary-Michael said.

      The elderly man lowered his paper enough to meet her gaze. “How so?”

      “I had a visitor. An Englishman. He said he is the partner of a Mr. Ian Ross, formerly of Indian Point.” She awaited his recognition of the name and when he smiled, she knew he’d remembered. “He said Ian has inherited his uncle’s title. He is now the Earl of Something, Mr. Watkins. Your old friend’s son is a nobleman and the two men are partners in a tea importing company.”

      Her husband folded the paper and nodded his nearly bald gray head. “It’s why Hamish had to send his only child to live with that old...” He cut off what he was going to call the man, likely so as not to offend her. “What did he want, this visitor. Was Ian with him?”

      “No, sir, he was not.” Mary-Michael tempered her excitement and continued. “This gentleman said he admired the vessels under construction as he walked through our yard.”

      Her husband’s gray eyes danced with merriment. “Did you tell him they were all your designs?”

      “Yes, though you know I am uncomfortable doing so. We only spoke for a few minutes. The man said he and his partner are looking at expansion of their business. They would like two new clippers.” When her husband’s eyes grew wide with interest, she went on. “They are in need of boats that can compete in the tea trade. They’re currently sailing a pair of twenty-one-year-old clippers from Jorgensen’s yard up in Halifax.”

      Mr. Watkins continued to nod, acknowledging their competitor, and she went on.

      “They have one hundred and twenty footers now, and he’s looking at one hundred and eighty or eighty-five feet. With that, I can increase his cargo capacity by sixty to eighty percent and get him where he needs to go faster, but I didn’t tell him that.” Mary-Michael couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across her face.

      “Why not?”

      Mary-Michael considered her words. “Well, like most men, he didn’t seem comfortable discussing business with a woman. In fact, I think he’d rather deal directly with you. And secondly, I wouldn’t want to promise any percentage increase in his profit until I knew exactly what he wanted in materials, accommodations and trim.”

      Her husband chuckled. “I taught you well, my dear.”

      Sally walked in with a fresh pitcher of water with sliced lemon and two glasses with big cut pieces of ice. She poured their drinks and said, “Dinner is in thirty minutes, Miz Watkins.”

      “Thank you, Sally.”

      Her husband swallowed deeply from his cold drink and held it as he stared at her in an odd way. “I want to know if you’ve given any thought to what we discussed the other day, Mrs. Watkins.”

      “Regarding what, sir?” she asked, though she knew exactly what topic he meant to revisit.

      “Regarding you getting your heart’s desire.”

      Mary-Michael sighed and turned to stare out the window at the lengthening shadows of the trees on the bricked streets. “I’m not sure I can do it.”

      “You could if you met the right person.” He sipped from his glass again. “We will need to find you this right man soon. I never know when I lay my head down at night if I’ll be picking it up the next morning. If you want your babe to carry my name, you should do something about it soon, lass.”

      He obviously saw her slowness to reply as a need for more time to think on the subject. What her dear mentor and husband could not know, was that she’d already begun to consider his plan during her walk home. First, she wondered if she could possibly do it at all. And secondly, there was this unexplainable attraction she felt toward the Englishman. If this is what Becky had meant when she said Mary-Michael would know it when she felt it, then she was certainly feeling something. That was the only reason she was considering doing this.

      She wondered what it would be like to create her babe with this man, the one whose name she did not remember.

      “I would never push you to do this,” Mr. Watkins said, “except I know my days are now numbered.”

      “I never thought… That is, when we wed, I… I didn’t think I would care, or that I would desire a child as much as I do.” She wiped at a single tear, unwilling to cry over this again. “And now… after Rowan and Emily, I just don’t think… I could go through falling in love with other little ones, only to have them taken from me again.” She swiped at one more falling tear, then another and another. “I miss them so much.”

      “As do I lass.”

      “Sometimes I feel this desire for a babe has me so envious of my own friends that I avoid them. I know they sense me distancing myself from them, too. It’s not that I’m not happy for them, because you know I am.” She wiped again. “It’s just that I’m so jealous of their happiness I’ve thrown myself into my work even more and given up their company so as not to feel my own pain. It’s a self-centered jealousy that I fight, sir, and I’m not sure that those selfish emotions are something I should feel if I want to be a good mother.”

      “You are the least selfish woman I know, Mrs. Watkins, and you deserve this child of your heart.” He sat back and closed his eyes. “Besides, you wouldn’t be feeling those conflicting emotions if you had a child.”

      “But what I have to do to get this child of my dreams means committing a grievous sin.” She could never take a sin as enormous as this into the confessional. At least not in Indian Point, both priests knew her personally. She’d have to go into Baltimore. And after? Even after confessing, for the rest of her life, while she enjoyed the beauty of motherhood—if she were so blessed—she will always know in her heart that she’d sinned to create her little miracle.

      “Is it a sin when I am willing it? Did not Sarah give her maid, Hagar, to Abraham to conceive his children?”

      “Yes, and it broke Hagar’s heart to give over her son to Sarah after his birth.”

      “You will not have that issue if the father of your child is someone who isn’t from here,” her husband countered. “We can go to Richmond, Philadelphia, Washington, or even New York if someone from Baltimore is too near for you to choose.” She wiped her eyes, thinking about the gift her husband was giving her to allow this. “I will help you all I can, Mrs. Watkins, but I must know you want my help.”

      Through her tears, she nodded. “I may not have to go that far, sir. You can tell me if you approve of Ian Ross’s partner tomorrow, for he is someone… I might consider.”

      He finally smiled. “Well, I hope he is a handsome and intelligent specimen, for I cannot have a son or daughter of mine be anything less than both!”

      Mary-Michael gave her husband a nervous laugh. Mr. Watkins was sure to find fault with the English captain, a man whose touch still burned her hand when she thought of him. She would just have to remind her husband that he told her she was the one to do the choosing, not he. And she chose the dark-haired, dark-eyed Englishman who stirred up a whirlwind of confusing feelings in her.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner she discussed with her husband all the items she’d written down from her conversation with the Englishman regarding the two new builds the man requested. Mary-Michael thought to sketch out some rough designs for their meeting the next morning, so she excused herself from the table, telling Mr. Watkins she would like to have something to show their potential client when they met.

      She went up to her room and took a seat at her dressing table, then untied her hair-net and let her braid drop down her back. Lifting her fingers to her throat, she unbuttoned the top three buttons of her blouse. The upstairs room’s two windows were wide open, but since there was hardly a breeze moving outdoors, none moved in the house. The heat caused a sheen of perspiration all over her body. She parted her bodice, then lifted an ivory handled fan and began trying to cool herself off.

      If it was this hot in June, God alone knew how hot it would be in August.

      Moving to her desk, she set up her paper and graphite pencils, and began to think on what to sketch for this friend of Mr. Ian Ross. Two more clippers would be good for business, giving her crews steady work for the next year and a half. Not that there was any lack of business. In fact, just the opposite. Watkins Shipbuilding was currently running easily one year for delivery, even though she promised the Englishman under twelve months. She’d have to put the word out for more qualified tradesmen because she really wanted to build these two boats before Mr. Watkins could no longer assist her in managing the yard, which could happen at any time.

      Mary-Michael went over and over the conversation with the Englishman and she kept coming to the same conclusion. She was certain she did not mistake his desire for speed and efficiency, and given the specifications from Mr. Ross, she knew they were of one mind when it came to design. For the past six years she’d been giving the customers what they wanted in their new builds, but she got the impression the Englishman and Mr. Ross were willing to consider some of her more innovative ideas and plans.

      Her passion was designing clippers. Ships that had sleeker, faster hull designs with sail plans that would best utilize the wind. She loved dreaming up composite material designed to reduce weight and allow for more cargo. That was her life’s work.

      There were only a handful of shipyards in the area that built these ships, though it seemed each year one or two more got into the business. Especially since the demand for the speedy cargo carriers was increasing almost daily. The only other shipyard out on the point with them, Barlowe Marine, focused solely on military-type vessels, heavy and armed from stem to stern, as the owner had a previous career with the government as a naval architect. Though well-constructed and of different design, they were military ships designed for the navy, and not true clippers.

      Watkins specialized in cargo carrying clipper ships, where the amount of goods transported and the speed in which you got your cargo to the owner, determined how much money you made. Speed. It was important, but not the primary consideration in her designs. Optimizing the cargo space and making the loading and unloading of cargo easier and more efficient was as vital to turn-around time and profitability as speed.

      Safety, speed, optimization of space. That’s what she wanted to give this client. And hopefully he would give her a babe in return. Even as she wanted to cry for baby Emily and her brother, Rowan, she smiled and placed her hand over her womb and imagined the possibility of having a child growing within her soon.

      Mary-Michael returned her attention to the drawing and tried to remember everything the Englishman said. She began to draw a hull, a bell bow, the jibboom, knightheads, keel, and stern. Her pencil flew across the sheet, as she added deckwork and masts and rails. Spanker to flying jib, she gave her new creation full sail. She marked the hull for copper sheathing and for drama she added waves and clouds against a stormy sky. The deck arrangement was a basic deck house with rear cabin, as she was still unsure which actual layout he’d prefer. He mentioned two full cabins on each as a preference, but Mary-Michael didn’t know if he wanted them separated or side by side.

      She stared at her creation, her heart swelling with pride. She loved drawing ships under full sail. For her, they came alive on the page. When she began drawing ships as a child, she could imagine herself standing on the fo’c’sle deck looking out into the ocean and watching the waves as they parted under her bow. Even now, she could almost feel the wind in her hair and the spray on her face as the bow sluiced through the water.

      She could imagine it, just as much as she could imagine a babe in her arms this time next year. And both this drawing and that child of her dreams might become reality if Mr. Watkins sold the deal to the Englishman.
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      The following morning at precisely eight, Lucky entered the offices of Watkins Shipbuilding resolved to never again think the inappropriate thoughts he had the day before about the wife of the shipyard owner. The village church was empty when he’d gone in the night before. Seeing no priest with whom to speak with, he’d lit a candle and said a prayer for Maura, the little babe he’d wanted to raise as his own until learning of his sister’s loss, then begged God for strength and wisdom in dealing with this attraction to a married woman, and went on his way. He’d then spent the rest of the night thinking about it, and concluded that no dalliance with this woman would be easy. His business was at stake here, and an affair with this particular woman could cost him and his partner their ships.

      No matter that the desire to be near her was almost painful, no temporary affair was worth so high a price.

      Which meant he was not to focus on her perfectly symmetrical full lips nor the expressive golden-brown eyes under her perfectly arched brows. Nor her round face which dimpled adorably when she smiled. Yesterday, she’d had her auburn hair tied back and coiled under a net, which led to at least one hour of contemplation last night as to how long it was, and whether it was wavy or straight. Then he wondered what she would wear and how she’d style her hair today before squashing those thoughts and reminding himself that he had everything to lose if their affair turned sour.

      When he entered the antechamber to the offices that held the drafting tables, Lucky had his answer. She stood with her back to him, as she leaned over one of the tables. Wearing light gray breeches over her slightly curved backside with black boots, they did not hide the fact that she was slender and tall for a woman. She had a pink short-sleeved jacket fitted over a white high-collared shirt. As he visually caressed the bare golden skin of her forearms, his mouth suddenly went dry and the tickle in his throat began to rise. He coughed, gaining her attention. When she turned to him, she smiled, revealing those enchanting dimples. His chest tightened and his heart began to race.

      So much for resolutions of thinking only pure, appropriate thoughts about another man’s wife–even after sitting in church the night before and vowing before God that he would be on his best, most gentlemanly behavior around her. It did no good because his sleep had been peppered with erotic dreams all night long about having her dark red hair fanned out on his pillows, her body writhing beneath his while he thrust into her until they both reached completion.

      “Good morning, sir.” Her golden-brown eyes shone bright as the smile broadened, revealing those even white teeth that he longed to part with his tongue.

      Oh, God. Mercy. Please. He forced a cheerful reply. “Good morning to you, too, Mrs. Watkins.” She came forward and, wiping her hands on her trousers, she held out her hand again for him to take. He noticed her hand was stained dark gray, likely from the graphite pencils she’d been working with, but he took it anyway. Anything to touch her. Anything to untie the lace netting holding her braid coiled at the nape of her neck and run his fingers through her hair. But he hadn’t been invited to touch her hair. Only her hand.

      “I have been working on a few preliminary drawings since you left yesterday and I’m excited to show them to you.” She took her hand back and his felt the absence of her warmth. “But first—,” She turned to the open door of her husband’s office. “I have someone for you to meet.” Pushing the door open further, she motioned for him to follow her. “Mr. Watkins, our potential client has arrived.”

      Lucky entered the office behind Mrs. Watkins and noticed immediately the slight figure of an elderly man behind the same desk where Mrs. Watkins had sat just yesterday. Lucky stepped forward and nodded his greeting as the older man rose and stretched out his hand. It was cold, the skin dry and thin with an ashen hue and Lucky sensed the man was not long for this world.

      But that didn’t make coveting his wife any less sinful.

      “Have a seat and tell me how Hamish’s lad fares,” the gray-haired gentleman asked. Lucky noticed that Mrs. Watkins had backed out of the room and closed the door silently behind her, leaving the two men alone. He wondered why she’d done that since she would be the designer on the project.

      Nearly an hour later, Lucky realized he found himself in the awkward position of liking this man whose wife he’d dreamed of the night before. Though he shouldn’t, he couldn’t help but wonder at the nature of their marriage. Surely it wasn’t normal. He just couldn’t imagine that with the great disparity in age they could have anything in common outside of their work. And as the elder man spoke of his years beginning his yard with Ian’s father and another man who’d given it up for the church, Lucky knew he probably should listen a little more closely than he was. Instead he found himself nodding at what he hoped were appropriate times as the elder man droned on.

      He told Mr. Watkins about Ian’s wife and daughter, and promised the man that Ian would certainly come in person at least once to sail his vessel home to England. At that time he could see what a fine man Ian had become. Then they got into the business end of their discussion.

      From what it seemed, Watkins was leaving the architectural layout, structural engineering, selection of structural fittings—all the technical things—to Mrs. Watkins. Lucky thought this was highly unusual, but Mr. Watkins assured him of his young wife’s competence. He’d trained her himself and he guaranteed he would supervise her closely on this job, as he did all the others.

      Only after Lucky was comfortable with the plan, did they talk of contracts. “After you have signed off on the final drawings and specifications list, the final contract will be sent to you for signatures. When we receive our copies back, along with the second portion of payment, we begin actual construction,” Watkins said.

      Lucky nodded. “How soon could you have a final drawing and specifications list for review? I’m prepared to sign a contract before I sail back next week. Ian and I will have a narrow window of time to prepare for the upcoming tea run.”

      “Are you certain you’ve decided then?”

      “I’ve seen all I need to convince me. You should know that your shipyard was Ian’s first and only choice, as he’s more familiar with the business side of construction. Though he did leave the decision to me, whether I choose another firm or stay with yours. I think he knew once I came here and saw your finished product I would go no place else.”

      He let the man know that he’d walked around his yard the day before, observing the construction and placement of ribs of the hull on the ways, and had gone onto the nearly finished construction to scrutinize the appointments. He also let him know that he’d done some asking around about his business practices at the local merchants, and the local bank he’d chosen to perhaps hold the funds for construction. “Everyone speaks highly of your firm, Mr. Watkins. I feel safe with the decision and think it shall be a pleasure to have you as our shipbuilder.”

      “Excellent,” Watkins said, before the two men shook hands. “Let’s ask Mrs. Watkins about her schedule for drawings.” The man called for his wife, and when she opened the door and stepped in, the room suddenly got smaller and much, much warmer. “Mrs. Watkins, tonight we celebrate with champagne, for we are the new shipbuilders for the Empire Tea Importers.” For just a fraction of a moment, Lucky thought he saw surprise flash in her eyes, then she smiled and congratulated them both.

      “Captain Gualtiero is asking about your time frame for drawings, specifications lists, and such for him to sign off on, so we can get contracts written and he can be on his way to China.”

      Mrs. Watkins glanced out toward the drafting table in the other room, back at her husband, then at Lucky. “I already have some preliminary work I sketched last night, as I knew you were coming this morning.”

      She excused herself and returned with a large sheet of paper which she spread over her husband’s desk. “Of course, I didn’t know what layout you wished for accommodations, so this is a very rough design. But I’ve given you one hundred and eighty feet. Any longer and she may appear under-sparred.”

      Lucky looked at the intricate graphite drawing before him. It was beautiful to the point of breathtaking.

      “This design has a long, raised quarter-deck and traditional American forecastle to give the illusion she’s more in balance.” Mrs. Watkins glanced at her husband, then at Lucky. “She’s a solid wood hull and fully loaded she’ll do eighteen to twenty knots easily, all day long. Well, with wind of course.” She pointed to the breadth of the hull. “Also, I’ve increased your cargo capacity by approximately seventy percent.”

      Lucky could only stare at the drawing, mouth agape. It was perfect. Well, if there were any such thing as the perfect ship. The vessel sketched on paper appeared well-balanced and sleek in design. He began to imagine the reality of this vessel. “How do you know...” he began, unsure of what question it was he really wanted to ask.

      “I did the calculations,” she stated, as though he should have known that fact.

      “My dear, I’m sure Captain Gualtiero is not interested in the actual formulas you use,” Mr. Watkins said to his wife. “What he wants to know is when you might have official drawings for him to sign-off on.”

      “If I start now,” she began, as she turned her golden brown-eyed gaze on Lucky for approval, sending his heart to skipping beats, “I should have it in… two days? I’ve finished the project I was working on, and I’m now free to work solely on this one.”

      “For finishes and such,” Mr. Watkins said, “you’ll need to sit with Mrs. Watkins and go over each appointment and decide the material and design. That alone will take an entire day as she lists each item on the specifications sheet for the different tradesmen in the yard. The contracts should be ready on Friday, late morning. I’ll have Frank Baxter bring them over, along with someone to act as witness to the signatures.”

      Lucky again felt as though he’d stepped into a completely different world, one unfamiliar to his European sensibilities. Since when did a man’s gentle wife work alongside him in a business such as this? Sometimes this country felt completely foreign to him. The language was the same, but the mores and business practices were more liberal than what he was accustomed to. “I look forward to working with you both,” he replied, wondering if his world was about to turn upside down because of his fascination with this auburn-haired beauty. The one who was going to design the ships that would help him build his future.

      “To seal the deal, you must come for dinner Friday night, as I leave for the farm on Saturday,” Mr. Watkins said. “It’s already past time for me to go inland to beat this heat. We shall have Sally prepare her delicious crab soup, and for dessert, her pecan pie. Many cooks can make both, but trust me when I say none in the world is better than my Sally’s.” He backed his chair away from the desk. “Mrs. Watkins, perhaps you can learn what the Captain might like as a main course and see that it gets on the dinner menu.”

      “I will do that, Mr. Watkins,” Mrs. Watkins said from her seat across the desk from her husband.

      “Well.” The elder man stood and came out from behind his desk. “I’m off to take care of some other business. I shall see you at home later, my dear.” The old man’s benevolent smile at his young wife made Lucky hate himself at the directions his thought took each time he caught a glance of the woman.

      She rolled her drawing, then straightened. “Yes, sir. I think I shall be home early, so I can begin working on this project.” She turned to Lucky. “Do you have some time so we can go over some of your requirements for cabins, crew quarters and galley appointments? Knowing that will help me with creating the main deck layout.”

      He nodded and rose as Mr. Watkins excused himself, but before leaving the room, Watkins gave Lucky a wink as he made his way toward the stairwell, “Feel free to use my office, Mrs. Watkins.”

      Lucky quickly glanced back at Mrs. Watkins and for a fraction of a moment, he thought he saw fear, or perhaps uncertainty cross her brow. He hoped she wasn’t afraid of being alone with him. God alone knew he’d never harm her. Quite the opposite, he wanted to bring her to his cabin and worship her body until the sun rose the following morning.

      “I always do, Mr. Watkins,” she replied.

      Lucky noticed she treated her husband as an employer, rather than a husband or partner, which again made him wonder at the nature of their relationship. But, when it came right down to it, it didn’t matter. The earthy and intelligent Mrs. Watkins had a husband who was a likable enough man. He was a man Lucky could respect and admire for his accomplishments. And Lucky had a long held stipulation when it came to dallying with married women—if the man was a friend he wouldn’t tup the wife.

      This woman might be the one and only time he ever violated his own rule.
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        * * *

      

      Mary-Michael smiled and turned to their new client. “I have an idea. Since it is already starting to get warm in here, perhaps you might like to walk through Ajax, as she is nearly done. You can get a feel for the fittings and layout, then tell me what you like and dislike.”

      Captain Gualtiero loosened the top button of his shirt and nodded. Mary-Michael was fascinated by the indentation revealed at the base of his throat when he parted the starched white collar. Sometimes she wished she could do the same, but no respectable woman would do anything of the sort. What she could do, though, was remove the jacket that was causing her discomfort. So she unbuttoned it and slid it off, hanging it on the coat rack in the corner of her office. Immediately she felt much more comfortable in her short-sleeved blouse. Placing her wide-brimmed hat on her head, she cleared her throat and collected her graphite pencil and writing board with a few sheets of paper. “Let’s take a walk, Captain.”

      They left her husband’s office and walked past Andrew Nawton, who worked on another client’s final drawings. Mary-Michael took the opportunity to introduce their draftsman to their new client, letting the captain know that this was the man who would produce the duplicates of her originals. “Like all the tradesman in our company, Mr. Nawton is the best at what he does.”

      They continued down the hallway and stairs to the main doors where her very handsome new client held the door open for her. Mary-Michael thanked him, calling him captain. Her breath caught in her chest when she detected his fresh soap-and-water scent as she walked past him. She caught his gaze as she passed and he smiled, causing her knees to weaken.

      “Please, call me Lucky.”

      She felt an odd clenching in the vicinity of her lower belly. It was too soon. Even if she was going to wind up in his bed for that much-desired infant, it was too soon to give him this much intimacy. “I’ve never been on a Christian-name basis with a client before, Captain, and to address you in such a familiar manner goes against my upbringing.”

      “I’m sorry. I only thought to make the conversation flow more comfortably between us,” he replied, the soft timbre of his voice revealing a trace of an accent other than English.

      Mary-Michael let the comment pass. She wasn’t going to enter into any conversation with him that did not pertain one hundred percent to the construction of his two clippers. Not yet. She led the way toward Ajax, knowing he followed. She could feel the heat of his gaze on her back. She realized perhaps she wasn’t dressed in the most conventional of clothes, but she had a job that entailed a great deal of outdoor supervision, walking and climbing. A woman couldn’t do what she had to do daily, wearing a dress. Which is why she always wore breeks or trousers to the shipyard.

      “One at a time up the plank. I’ll go first.” She strode onto the board they used as a gangplank and walked onto the main deck, her client behind her.

      “I’m amazed that you did that so effortlessly,” he said with a hint of admiration in his voice.

      She would not succumb to his charm. She would not. “Captain, I climb aboard this boat every day. Just as I will climb aboard your boat every day while it is under construction. It’s how I know the quality of work coming from our yard is the best it can be. And, if I may be allowed to brag, among the finest in the world.”

      “Have you ever fallen into the water?”

      “Of course. The last time was two years ago, after we’d had a cold night. I didn’t think it was cold enough to ice, but I stepped on the plank, slipped, and fell in. Because of that fall, every winter we now have a bucket of sand at the base of the ramp. First man up spreads sand for those who follow. And we continue to spread sand until the sun melts the ice.”

      “Ingenious.”

      “No, Captain Gualtiero, practical.” She smiled at him. “If you wish to know anything about me at all, sir, it’s that I am very practical.”

      Mary-Michael began the tour of the topside structures in the fo’c’sle, getting his opinions on the arrangement she’d designed here. Her head easily cleared the overhead, while her companion had to duck his head. “This is a general cargo clipper. The difference in design is not noticed up here but rather below, in the hold. The owner does not plan to house crewmen in this area under the anchor deck, but livestock for consumption.” She pointed out the chicken coop on one side and the pens for pigs and sheep on the other. “There are two privies forward, one rear, and one in each of her two cabins.” She delicately tapped a foot on the fore hatch as they came back into the light. “This opens to the sail locker which we will see from below.” They continued toward the rear of the vessel and she pointed up for him to see the placement of the lifeboats on the roof of the deckhouse. “This freed up space on the main deck and got them out of the way. There will also be two gigs in the rear.”

      Seeing him stop and look into the glass of the deckhouse, Mary-Michael asked, “Would you like to go inside?” When he nodded, she opened the door and held it for him. “As I mentioned, this is a general cargo ship. The owner wanted his galley midship, in the deckhouse. So that is the entirety of this area.” She pointed out the sandbox and coal box, and the space in the center for the cast iron stove placement. Construction of the tables and benches was underway, and she introduced the new client to the carpenters before moving toward the rear of the ship.

      “Ajax, as you can see, is one hundred and sixty feet, has a raised quarter deck with two cabins and crew quarters below.” She led the way down into the saloon. “Since you’re looking at one hundred and eighty feet, my recommendation is a long, raised quarter deck.” She met his gaze again but she was in control of her emotions this time, because she was talking about one of her creations, her life’s work. “You have the room for it. And within that long deck, you can have two very large cabins, or four nice-sized cabins. You could also make them smaller, say six or eight small cabins, with just berths to sleep up to four in each.”

      “Neither of us plans to transport passengers. That is not our business. But we did both want two well-appointed, large cabins.” He looked around at the furnishings of the saloon. “I think a common area such as this with a dining table and library would be nice.” He ran a hand along the leather cushions and looked up at the skylight. “Brilliant idea.”

      “Thank you. Tell me what you think so far.” It was easier for her to think of him as just another client, rather than someone who rattled her nerves. Someone whose very presence made her skin hypersensitive to his proximity and made her heart race each time he looked her way. She hoped these feelings would subside the more she worked with him and was around him. So far what she was finding was the opposite. In fact, the more time she spent with him, and the more comfortable she got being around him, the more her entire body would quiver under his scrutiny. She sometimes caught him eying her in an odd manner and it discomfited her. Yet she desired it. Wanted more of it.

      “I’m very impressed.” His words sent a swell of pride surging through her. His hand trailed along a fiddle rail of the bookcase. “The fittings, the brass, leather, and ivory are exceptional, but what I find the most impressive are the innovative changes made to the placement of galley, the hold for livestock, and cabins. I’m sure I will be equally surprised when I see the below deck areas.”

      “I hope so,” she replied. “We are very proud of the work we do. Customization to the client’s needs is not an obstacle to doing the job.”

      After looking through the cabins and seeing the finishings, they went topside again to see the steering deck arrangements, the wheel, the wheel housing, and mechanicals. Then they began their tour below in the various cargo holds.

      “Even though the hull and supports are of solid wood,” she began, “I like to use iron knees for stability.” He appeared to not understand so she explained. “When we build longer ships, we need extra strengthening on the long axis, so I use diagonal bracing in here and extra keel pieces in the keel construction.” She continued toward the center flooring where the mainmast tied in. “My design also uses side keelsons, to strengthen the bottom under the mainmast.”

      Mary-Michael stopped to point out rib construction and placement. “I’m not sure that you can tell, but as we move forward, rib placement is closer together, adding strength to the entire structure, most especially to the keel. Doing this reduces the severity of hogging a great deal, but cannot eliminate it entirely.”

      She looked to the captain, trying to gauge how likely he was to allow her to experiment with the construction of his ships. “Captain, I have an idea that I would like to try, and if you are willing to allow me to experiment, I think your ships would be perfect for testing my latest idea.”

      “What would that be?”

      “I would like to try alternating wooden and iron ribs in your hull structures. I believe it will make the structure even stronger. And as we are building two sisters of exact same length and appointments, I think building one with and one without the iron would definitely allow me to monitor how they handle and how they weather over the years.” Mary thought he looked interested, yet skeptical. “There will be no difference in the cargo capacity, no difference in cost to your company, as this is something I am currently researching for future ships I design.”

      “Will it add much weight to the structure?”

      “Not enough to be significant, I assure you.” He studied the ribs in front of them. Ajax was a fine ship, one of the finest she’d built to date, one which he could surely find no fault. Just when she thought for sure he would pass on her proposition, he surprised her.

      “I will try your idea, on one, mine. For Ian, give him the conventional wood, and we shall see if there is any difference.”

      Mary-Michael’s heart soared. She released her pent-up breath. Relieved that finally she’d found someone who believed in the science of architecture enough to trust her design.

      “Thank you, Captain. I appreciate you allowing me to build this.”

      “I think your idea has merit, Mrs. Watkins,” her client said.

      “I would think that if you sent me a letter each time you had hull work done, detailing the degree of bend in the keel, or if there had been any warping, that would be enough for me to continue my research on preventing hogging. I do believe over time we shall see more iron used in hull construction of the ocean-going sailing ships. Iron hulls are already in use in paddle wheelers and canal barges. I truly believe the innovations that are in the works for ship design and building will revolutionize the industry.”

      Captain Gualtiero followed slowly as she led them back toward the ladder. “I agree, Mrs. Watkins.”

      She motioned for him to go ahead of her. “You go first.”

      “That goes against my code of chivalry,” he replied.

      “Oh, go on.” She nudged him, hoping to get another look at his well-muscled bottom while he climbed, something she’d never considered before meeting this man.

      “What if you fall?” He placed a foot on the lower rung and grabbed a rung above his head.

      “I haven’t fallen from a ladder in the nearly seven years I’ve been here, Captain. I won’t be falling today, I assure you.”

      “Before I go up, I have to ask how you came to know so much about naval architecture and mechanics. I took courses in both at University and would never have thought of half the innovations you have.”

      She returned question for question. “How could you have studied it at University and not know what I know? I sometimes wonder what I could have done had I been born male and had the means to a formal education.”

      Mary-Michael knew not everyone had the capacity to understand the things she did. But she had to believe that any man who went to University surely had the capability to understand. This man took university level courses on the subjects that she could only study on her own, with Mr. Watkins’ help and encouragement until he could teach her no more. The captain had no idea how fortunate he was, and how she envied him that.

      When the captain reached the deck, and Mary-Michael thought she heard him mutter something about being glad she wasn’t born a male. She pretended not to hear it as she put her pencil in her mouth, and her note pad under her chin to begin her climb up the ladder. She’d done this same thing hundreds of times, and never had the thought of a man’s gaze watching her as she did her job affect her in this way before. She felt a bit like a tasty morsel about to be pounced upon by a starving man.

      Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the light, when they did she straightened her blouse, and came to stand beside him. “I told you. I do this every day.” She led the way to the gangway. “Is there anything else you’d like to see? We can take the skiff and row around the hull if you’d like.” As she took the first step onto the plank, a wave hit the boat and she teetered backward. Instinctively she threw her arms out for stability as she always did when that happened. She’d been in no real danger of falling, yet her companion instantly grabbed her by the waist and pulled her against him, leaving her no time to protest.

      After the initial shock, she inhaled and caught the scent of his citrus and spice soap. Not the usual bay rum scent so many men over-indulged in. No. Captain Gualtiero smelled fresh and… Oh, heaven above, he smells so good. His rock hard chest felt safe and secure, and though she already had both through her marriage to Mr. Watkins, she suddenly craved them from this man without knowing why. His forearm was bare where it snuggled under her breasts, having rolled his shirt sleeves up hours ago when the temperatures began climbing into the usual summer heat of the Maryland coast in June. For just the smallest fraction of a moment, she felt him rest his chin on her head as he expelled a deep breath.

      Being enveloped by his massive arms felt so right, almost as if they fit like two pieces of one puzzle. But the reality was that no matter the safety and security her heart desired from this man, she was married. And though she might need him for one very important thing, she could never allow her heart to belong to him because of the vow already made. With a regret he would never know, she pushed away from his embrace.

      She struggled to find her voice, as his scent still lingered on her blouse. “That was quite noble of you to attempt to rescue me, though I was in control the entire time.”

      Captain Gualtiero looked confused a moment and Mary-Michael continued, hoping she appeared as confident as her voice sounded to her own ears. “The plank is going nowhere, it’s fixed in place.” She pointed at the steel hooks holding the end of the gangway onto the rail of the ship. “And, I know how to walk on a bobbing gangway.”

      “Tell me, Mrs. Watkins—” He matched her sarcasm with his own, “do you know how to swim? Because I would really hate to ruin my favorite boots by diving in to rescue you.”

      She sent him what she hoped was a frosty glare as she turned and climbed back onto the plank leading to the dock. “Of course I can swim.” She strode down the narrow plank of wood and onto the dock. He fell in place beside her as she walked toward the office. Once outside the main doors, they stopped. She didn’t see any reason to re-enter the warm, stuffy building when there was a perfectly nice breeze outdoors.

      “I believe I have enough to start on your drawings tonight. Could you plan on spending several hours tomorrow—perhaps five or six—going over a list of accessories, appointments and finishes?” Please say no. Let this be something you allow me to finish on my own because you do not have the time. She still felt his touch under her breasts and his scent still lingered in the air around her, both of which caused her to feel unsure of her ability to stay detached and still do that which was necessary to get her a babe. “To speed things along, I’ll see if I can find the lists from Ajax, and...”

      “What time would you like me to arrive?”

      She wondered how early he rose, then decided not to inconvenience him too much. “How about eight in the morning? If we’re fortunate we can get through all the lists tomorrow and I can finish the drawings in a few days. Hopefully, Friday afternoon you can sign off on them, so the process can begin.” She then remembered what Mr. Watkins had asked her to do before letting their client leave today. “Captain, what do you prefer as a main course for dinner on Friday evening?”

      His gold-flecked, brown-eyed gaze met hers, and he smiled. “I’m sure I will enjoy whatever you choose.”

      “But this celebration is in your honor,” she reminded him, “I would have Sally make your favorite dish.” For as much as she knew it was sinful to desire this man as she did.

      “My favorite dish is whatever you select.” He then lowered his voice to just above a whisper when he said, “I want what you want.” He looked around as if to make sure no one stood near enough to overhear him. He leaned toward her as he spoke, and Mary-Michael felt the warmth of his breath in her hair as he added, “Always remember that, Mrs. Watkins. I want what you want.” That said, he smiled, then walked away and left her standing where she was, still quivering inside, and her heart still as unsettled as the bay in a storm.

      The moment he was gone Mary-Michael ran up the steps and into her husband’s office so she could watch him walk away. Lord help her, but he was handsome, with his dark good looks and confident manner. And, did she just hear what she thought she did? Was that an attempt to flirt with her? If so, he was making her eventual seduction of him easier than planned.

      He was also taller than she by a good head, and he had a way of making her feel dainty and feminine when she knew she wasn’t. If he was flirting with her, it must mean he found her at least somewhat attractive. Didn’t it?

      If she had this man’s son, she prayed he would have his father’s height, build, and handsome visage. The captain was certainly healthy-looking, and with that rugged appearance it would make it easier for a son to find a wife one day.

      Once he was out of sight, she plopped into her husband’s over-stuffed desk chair. Her chest tightened as she struggled to get a deep breath. Could she love a child again? Risk her heart again?

      She thought about Rowan and Emily and instantly her eyes welled. Her arms ached to hold them again, and she wondered where they were. Surely they’d made it to Tennessee by now. It’s been almost three months since they’d gone. She still missed them terribly, and she prayed constantly that the brother and sister would grow to love their uncle and aunt. And that they never be haunted by the loss of her and Mr. Watkins, just as she was haunted by the death of her parents. Granted she might have been older when her own parents died and had more years with them, but Rowan was a smart little boy and she feared him having confusing memories. Mary-Michael certainly had many happy ones of the two children—until the day she got the message from Father Douglas that the next of kin had traveled from the Tennessee mountains to fetch them. Instantly her world had grown dark. For two weeks straight all she did was cry. Then, slowly, the tears subsided, though easily brought back with a mere thought. After the children left with their maternal relatives, Mary-Michael began to pacify herself in the darkness of her room with crying into a second pillow and squeezing it tight until she fell asleep.

      Now, when she thought about what she was considering, it made her both nervous and excited at the same time. Was this what it felt like to be so close to a dream? She’d wanted a child for so long, and never, ever thought this might be a possibility for her. Never, of course, with Mr. Watkins. As she grew older each year she didn’t think she would ever remarry if and when the time came that he passed from this life. For one, the entire community thought her an oddity, and two, no man ever looked at her the way Captain Gualtiero did. His smoldering gold-flecked cocoa eyes raked over her as though she were beautiful. It was enough to….

      Breathe, Mary-Michael. You can do this.

      Inhale. Exhale. When he touched her, her knees weakened and her body melted toward him. He smelled masculine, clean and fresh. Inhale. Exhale. Obviously there was some reciprocation of attraction, or he would not be playing these word games with her. “If he only knew what I wanted,” she whispered into the empty room. Inhale. Exhale.

      Any adulterous sentiment or action was sinful, no matter what Mr. Watkins said. It was what she’d been taught in her religious upbringing. And while she gave her husband her faithfulness and honor for these past six years, it was her husband who suggested a temporary liaison that would give Mary-Michael the child she so desired. Just one babe. That was all she wanted. All she’d prayed for because she wasn’t a greedy woman at heart. But she was a woman. If this captain could just give her one babe to bear her husband’s name and inherit her husband’s fortune then all those prayers would be answered.

      Inhale. Exhale. How was she going to survive tomorrow, now that the captain basically told her he was as attracted to her as she to him?

      Inhale. Exhale. There was only one place to go at a time like this.

      She took her plain white parasol and her pad, pencil, and rolled drawing from the night before and left the office. “Andrew, I’m going to work from home the rest of the day so I can start on the official drawings for our new client. But first, I’m going to stop by Becky’s and try to have lunch with her.”

      The other man nodded and she left the building. As she passed the stable, she saw Victor was still out with the buggy, and didn’t wonder much about it. With him gone, she wouldn’t have to explain her desire to walk today.

      But, before she went home she needed to visit with her friend, and tell her that she’d decided to go through with it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lucky had felt the ragged breath Mrs. Watkins drew when he’d caught her against him and he knew she shared this spark of a flame attempting to catch between them. His arm still burned with her heat even now, twenty minutes after leaving her office. A sick feeling welled up within him and the pressure made him want to scream. Scream as he hadn’t done since he was a child. He’d bedded married women many times before, but always after he knew for certain he wouldn’t wake with a blade at his throat from some jealous husband. This frustration bubbling inside him came from wanting something on a different—more intimate—level, and recognizing he couldn’t have it. He wanted Mrs. Watkins in this way, and he knew he couldn’t have her. She was devoted to another. An old man.
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