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The Rescue

 


 


"You and that hair!" The pretty,
pouty, petite blonde somehow infused her scowl with charm as she
stood, hands on hips, glaring at Abigail Stewart. "Luckily our
afternoon invitation is a barbeque. You simply must keep your
bonnet on."

Arms folded, Abigail rolled her eyes,
then snickered. "I think my hairstyle is the least of my worries at
the moment, don't you?"

"Oh, don't be a silly silly. I still
have some dresses here for you from last time." Pamela flung open
the doors to the dressing room and began rummaging around inside.
"Although there's no help for it. You will still have an exotic air
about you thanks to that swarthy skin. But at least we can dress
you like a proper southern lady."

Abigail's snicker burst into a
full-bellied—derisive—guffaw and she sprawled backwards on the
massive four-poster bed. "I thought you could."

Long, lean and lanky,
Abigail cut the opposite figure as her dainty curvaceous friend,
which completely precluded sharing clothing. And her chin-length
brown locks didn't fit any semblance of modern fashion. They did
enable her, more often than not, to pass for a young man. Not
that she looked
all that masculine; people
simply didn't look closely at anyone wearing
trousers.

"And just why do you want to come
along?" Pamela's sing-song voice wafted out from the dressing room.
"You detest society events!" She burst forth from the room-sized
closet, the bundle of silk and muslin and taffeta in her arms
nearly burying her. "No, never mind, don't tell me." She tossed her
fruits of her labor on the bed beside Abigail, who rolled to her
feet to study them.

But Abigail'd already grimaced, and
saw immediate concern on Pamela's cherubic face in response. "What
happened?"

"I have to find my dad. He's in
trouble."

What a difference two days
made.

Just two days ago in North
Carolina, well north of the Jacksonville, Florida port, she'd
comfortably worn a heavy cable-knit sweater as she'd roamed a very
different set of docks. Just in time, she'd discovered agents of
the law closing in on her pirate clipper ship and had
managed—barely—to warn Angelica
to set sail. In the face of any such hasty
departure, those crew not aboard knew where and when to
rendezvous.

With a week to bide her time, she'd
decided to catch a train and visit her friend.

She'd spotted her father on the same
train—no great surprise as it got them near their rendezvous
location—and was about to join him. Then simple turned complicated
when she recognized the lawman who'd decided—Abigail still didn't
know why—to follow her father. The marshal took the seat next to
him and didn't budge.

Few outside the infamous
crew of the pirate ship Angelica
with its legendary captain Madeline Stewart knew
that doctor Martin Stewart even sailed with them.

Just as Abigail believed it might have
been some sort of outlandish coincidence, her father excused
himself and stood up.

Only to have the lawman's hand close
like a vice on his wrist and ease him quietly yet intractably back
into his seat.

Somehow Doc Stewart had attracted the
pernicious perspicacious lawman's attention.

William Prescott.

An unassuming name for a man fast
becoming an inordinately huge thorn. She'd run in to him far too
often in the Carolina port. Naturally she didn't consort with
agents of the law, even so she grew increasingly aware of his
presence and his sterling reputation.

Now the troublesome Prescott escorted
her father off the train ahead of everyone else, leaving her unable
to follow without calling attention to herself. The last thing she
needed was Prescott recognizing the "boy" from the night of their
failed raid.

Gushing over the 'luscious tall drink
of water' with Abigail's father, her friend Pamela had met her as
she detrained. Sadly, Pamela hadn't seen where they'd gone. But
she'd recognized Prescott as an acquaintance of her own father, an
army colonel.

Abigail chaffed at the thought of her
father in custody while the lawman cavorted with the few local
gentry who somehow survived Reconstruction with at least part of
their fortunes intact. But he wasn't in the local jail, so Abigail
needed to find him. She'd been delighted to find out that in the
meantime, Pamela had contrived to make sure Prescott would be at
the barbeque. If she couldn't get the lawman to divulge the
location in casual conversation, perhaps she could follow
him.

Now the billowy silk would be
perfectly sufficient due to a rise in temperature and decrease in
latitude and might well put the lawman off his guard.

"I need to attract attention this
time," Abigail told her self-appointed valet. "I need
Mr. Prescott to talk to me; and it needs to be his idea. Can
you help with that?"

Pamela huffed in genuine offense. "You
are such a silly silly! Need you even ask?"

 


~ ~ ~

 


Pamela rapped on the carriage roof
with her parasol. "Driver, stop here please."

Peering out the window, Abigail
admired the stately mansion looming impressively at the end of the
lane, the imposing building gleaming white in the sunshine with,
only its upper levels visible above the trees.

She smiled at the carriage attendant
who opened the door for them.

Abigail let the copious folds of her
beribboned blue silk gown fall as quickly as she dared as she
accepted the liveried footman's hand down from the carriage. It
wouldn't do at all for anyone to glimpse the boots and trousers she
wore hidden by the petticoat's ruffles. Despite Pamela's
admonitions, Abigail had staunchly refused a corset. Nevertheless,
the ribbons of the low neckline of the bodice Pamela laced her into
at least gave the illusion of a bustline. A jaunty hat completed
the fashionable attire.

The pert little cap perched on her
head and made it look like her hair was tucked up under it. 'Stray'
curls framed her face. She could hear her crewmates' affectionate
mocking if they saw her, teasing that she actually looked like a
lady. Thank the seven seas! She wanted to look like a lady for a
change.

Deceptively demure as ever, Pamela
stepped down out of the carriage after her then linked her arm
through hers. With a skillful quick move, she opened her parasol,
casting a pointed look at Abigail that she should do the same with
hers.

Rolling her eyes, Abigail followed the
silent instruction and pretended to tut tut about the fierce sun.
Pamela adroitly angled her parasol to the side—so as not to hit
Abigail in the face with it.

"This is the back lawn, but it's where
the barbecue will be. If we stroll slowly, you can see who's here
before they see you."

They wandered at a leisurely pace
through the oak grove behind plantation's big house. A playful
breeze ameliorated the heat and blew away enough humidity so that
Abigail didn't drip with sweat. The scent of ripe peaches wafted
through the air, carried from the nearby orchard. A garden with its
profusion of colorful blossoms separated the two extensive stands
of trees.

Closer to the grassy expanse at the
immediate rear of the house, the aroma of roasting pig replaced the
fragrance of fruit. Tendrils of smoke swirled upward from the
barbecue pits off to the right. To the left, dozens of round tables
covered by immaculate white tablecloths sprinkled the lawn.
Interspersed among them, other tables held a vast assortment of
fruits, breads, cheeses and sweets.

Young women in their jewel-toned
frocks floated like butterflies among the tables. Some nibbled at
the delicacies. Matrons, prim and proper, kept a watchful eye on
the few children racing around—and on young bucks who might become
too amorous with the young ladies. Men, dapper in their suits and
waistcoats, gathered in several groups and smoked their pipes or
cigars.

Scanning the partygoers, Abigail
didn't see the figure she sought.

She stopped suddenly, her arm
squeezing Pamela's in the crook of her elbow.

Vaguely familiar—maybe—a tall figure
caught her eye. His back was turned but something about the broad
shoulders and easy, confident stance drew her attention. Then she
noticed a walking stick of dark wood, only half of its carved ivory
handle visible in the man's grip.

With dark blond hair and a finely
tailored suite of white linen, the man didn't particularly stand
out due to his attire, but his low-key charisma attracted men and
women alike. She recognized the distinctive stick he carried, she
had decided, as a weapon and affectation. He certainly didn't need
it for help walking.

Definitely William
Prescott.

The man shifted, turning to converse
with the gentleman beside him. Just enough for Abigail to glimpse
his profile and confirm his identity. His right side toward her,
showing the scar along his jaw, he took another puff on his
cigar.

Shocked by the identity of the man
who'd been hidden from view until Prescott moved, Abigail stopped
short. Her abrupt motion nearly jerked the tiny Pamela off her
feet. Abigail heard her friend gasp but she ignored her and stared
ahead.

Her father, looking no worse for wear,
saw her at the same time. Aside from a cough attributable to the
smoke from the pipe he held, he didn't react to her presence and
let his gaze slide right past her.

Recovering and giving herself a mental
shake, Abigail plastered a smile on her face and she stepped back
which effectively yanked Pamela around so her back faced the
men.

Pamela raised an eyebrow. High.
"What's wrong with you?"

Hoping to insert some grace into her
subsequent movements, Abigail pivoted and twirled her parasol so it
shielded them from the men's line of vision as she and Pamela
resumed sashaying across the grass.

"My dad was standing right beside
Prescott."

Pamela's head jerked
around? "Your dad?
But I don't understand."

"Neither do I. I need to find out, but
the situation is in his hands for now. He saw me, so he knows I'm
close if he needs me."

They gallivanted among the other
guests, making polite small talk about the lovely garden, the
cooperative weather, the high fashion on display—conspicuously
avoiding any mention at all of the just-ended War of
Aggression.

In polite society, especially mixed,
the few courteous Yanks attending tried not to gloat. The proper
southern gentlemen, not surprisingly, had no desire to rehash the
stinging defeat.

"If you've seen enough," Pamela
ventured, low voice barely above a whisper, "We really need to pay
our respects to the host and hostess. If we fail to do so, everyone
will take note of how insufferably rude we are, and surely you want
to avoid that attention."

"Very prudent suggestion." Abigail
allowed Pamela to steer her to the veranda running the length of
the stately mansion. A number of guests already availed themselves
of the welcome shade.

Pamela swept Abigail forward to a
middle-aged couple every bit as regal as their magnificent abode.
"Mr. Sinclair," she made the slightest bow, "and Mrs. Sinclair,
what a lovely day you've chosen!" She clasped the woman's hands and
leaned forward to air kiss both the lady's cheeks, her praise just
shy of gushing. The much taller woman—nearly Abigail's height—bent
forward to allow the greeting. "May I present my friend Anita
Standish from Virginia?"

To Abigail's amusement, Pamela had
created an entire identity for her, but at least the
fiction—already agreed upon and known to the both of them—made
situations such as these much easier to navigate.

Mr. Sinclair kissed her hand, and Mrs.
Sinclair welcomed her with the same cheeks to cheeks gesture, the
warmth seemingly genuine.

"Will you be staying in Jacksonville
long, my dear?" Mrs. Sinclair inquired.

"To my great sorrow, no," Abigail
accentuated her drawl ever so slightly, all the better to emphasize
her gentility without overdoing it. "I'll be sailing for France
shortly, to join my mother. My grandfather had need of
her."

Concern immediately clouded the
matron's elegant, narrow face. "Surely a young lady such as
yourself isn't traveling unaccompanied?"

"Gracious, no!" Abigail brought a hand
to her throat and widened her eyes as if taken aback at the very
thought. "My brother will be making the trip as well."

Pamela leaned forward apologetically.
"He would have joined us, but had a prior appointment to
keep."

They lingered a few moments longer
making polite conversation then excused themselves so as not to
monopolize the attention of their hosts.

A quick glance confirmed that her
father and his unwelcome escort remained with the circle of men.
Abigail gave a little sigh. "So how do I get him to notice me
without being obvious?"

Unbidden, the thought crossed her
mind, thank the seven seas she didn't look like her
father!

She shared her mother's stature,
features and coloring to such an extent that no sighted person
could ever miss the striking resemblance.

Her father—she told herself it wasn't
simply a daughter's biased eye that saw his rugged face as
handsome—despite having the uncalloused hands of a doctor, had the
muscular build of a blacksmith, golden hair and the pale skin to go
along with it. He was barely average height for a man, so both
Abigail and her mother stood as tall as he.

"You could swoon from the heat. That
would get everyone's attention."

Abigail speared her with a
glare.

"All right,
I could swoon, although,"
Pamela reconsidered
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