
  [image: cover]


  [image: ]


  


  The River Rose, Digital Edition


  Based on Print Edition


  Copyright © 2012 by Gilbert Morris


  All rights reserved.


  Printed in the United States of America

  



  978-1-4336-7321-4

  



  Published by B&H Publishing Group,


  Nashville, Tennessee

  



  Dewey Decimal Classification: F


  Subject Heading: BOATS AND BOATING—FICTION \ LOVE STORIES \ STEAMBOATS—FICTION

  



  Publisher’s Note: This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. All characters are fictional, and any similarity to people living or dead is purely coincidental.


  


  CONTENTS


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  CHAPTER ONE
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  The Gayoso House Hotel in Memphis, Tennessee, gleamed like Mount Olympus on the bluff high above the Mississippi River. Its six fifty-foot-high Doric columns topped by the grand, white marble pediment had become a sure landmark to the lesser beings on the river. A pallid December sun rose behind the hotel, its weak light still making the grand edifice seem to glow.


  Jeanne Bettencourt's eyes watered a little as she stared up at the hotel. The wind was keening off the river, and as she hurried along Front Street she adjusted her woolen muffler to cover her mouth and nose. Above the plain gray wool were wide-set velvet brown eyes, odd because they had a perfect almond shape that was more East Indies than red-blooded American. The searching bitter wind teased out several thick chestnut-brown curls from her mobcap and hood, and impatiently she tucked them back in.


  She went around to the back of the hotel to the servant's entrance, of course, because she was a chambermaid, not a guest. Sometimes Jeanne dreamed of having enough money to stay at Gayoso House. It was a luxurious place, with real brass room keys and fobs, daintily wrapped guest soaps, satiny bed linens, eiderdown comforters, fireplaces, and velvet chairs and cherry tables in each room. And most elegant and desired—marble tubs, silver faucets, hot and cold running water, and even flush toilets. Indoor plumbing was grandiose indeed.


  A crowd of maids, porters, waiters, and wood boys were gathered at the service entrance, and just as Jeanne reached the bottom step the great Gothic bells of St. Peter's church began to ring the hour of 7:00 a.m. The door was opened by Mrs. Wiedemann, the stern German housekeeper, who stood frowning as the servants filed in. Jeanne was last, on the final stroke of seven, and Mrs. Wiedemann frowned. "You are almost late, Jeanne."


  "Yes, ma'am," she said submissively, following the woman's heavy tread into the housekeeping supply room. She wasn't late, of course. But Jeanne was lucky to have this job, and she never crossed Mrs. Wiedemann. Under the circumstances, the two got along very well.


  The housekeeping supply room was something like a long railroad car. Along one wall was a row of hooks, each with a neatly printed white card above it. Jeanne hung her cape and muffler on the hook labeled J.Bettencourt, gave another quick pat-push to the hair escaping from her mobcap, and checked her white apron to make sure it was spotless. At the Gayoso one was not required to have a uniform as such, though they required that the maids wear gray skirts and plain white blouses. The hotel supplied each maid with two aprons and two mobcaps, and if you came to work at the Gayoso with your apron dirty you did not work at the Gayoso on that day. Satisfied that she presented a neat and clean appearance, Jeanne began to gather her cleaning supplies. They were all stored in a long row of closets across from the hooks, kept locked to deter stealing. Mrs. Wiedemann had a very impressive bunch of keys hanging at her waist. She stood watching suspiciously as the maids gathered their supplies.


  When they were all ready with their five-gallon buckets full, they started filing up the back staircase to begin the day. Mrs. Wiedemann called out, "Jeanne, I would speak with you for a moment."


  Jeanne kept her face expressionless, though she was dismayed. She never knew what Mrs. Wiedemann was going to say to her when she asked to speak to her. Sometimes she berated her for some imaginary wrong, or chided her for the faults of other maids assigned to her. Sometimes she asked polite questions of Jeanne, as to how so-and-so new maid was adjusting, how Mr. Such-and-Such was enjoying his stay, was Jeanne happy with her supplies, did she feel anything useful may be added to the cleaning materials?


  Jeanne hurried back to her and asked politely, "Yes, Mrs. Wiedemann?"


  "Yes, Jeanne. This week we have some soaps barely used from overnight guests. Also we have pillow slip turnover. You may buy ten soaps for one penny, and five pillow slips for one penny, if you wish."


  Jeanne's dark winged eyebrows rose with surprise. All such perquisites belonged to the housekeeper, and in four years this was the first time she had ever known Mrs. Wiedemann to let anyone have a chance to buy any cast-off supplies. And the price she quoted was excellent; the swift thought went through Jeanne's mind, she could sell them to the secondhands five for a penny, one for a penny . . .


  "Yes, ma'am, I would very much like to buy some soaps and pillow slips," Jeanne said gratefully. "Ten soaps for one cent and five pillow slips for one cent is very generous. Thank you, ma'am."


  To Jeanne's surprise, Mrs. Wiedemann seemed slightly uncomfortable. "The pillow slips are very thin. Perhaps we make it six for one penny. Yes. I will have them for you tonight, when you leave."


  "Oh, I am so sorry, Mrs. Wiedemann, I have no money with me at all," Jeanne said in embarrassment. "Please, hold them for me until tomorrow. I'll bring the money then."


  "No. You take them tonight. I know you will bring the money, Jeanne. Now get to work, please." She turned and marched away.


  Jeanne was ecstatic as she flew up the three flights of stairs to the top floor. It was December 18, 1854, two days before her daughter's birthday and seven days until Christmas morning. She would have time to sew a soft long-sleeved chemise from the pillow slips in the next week, so Marvel would have two birthday presents and two Christmas presents.


  Jeanne began, as always, with the first room, #301. All of the rooms at the Gayoso were alike, but the wealthiest and most prestigious patrons preferred the top floor. In winter it was warm, and in summer the cool breezes off the river kept them bearable. The third floor was, of course, the most difficult one for the chambermaids because they had to travel up and down three flights of stairs to resupply or to take their twenty-minute lunch break. Mrs. Wiedemann had started giving Jeanne the top floor every day she worked, and at first Jeanne had thought that the woman was deliberately making it difficult for her. But then she realized that the third floor patrons tipped generously, as a rule. Too, Mrs. Wiedemann had started assigning all the newest maids to work with Jeanne, and over time she had stopped coming up to the top floor to check the maids' work. Jeanne slowly started training the maids, and then supervising them.


  Jeanne was very happy to see that her first guest was a regular, an older man named Mr. Borden. She knew that he was a very prominent man, for she had overheard snippets of conversations and she knew that when he was in town he saw the mayor, city council members, judges, presidents of companies, insurance executives, and the sheriffs and marshals. He was no salesman.


  She knocked twice on the door and said, "Chambermaid to attend the room, sir?"


  "Yes, yes, come in, come in," he called. She opened the door, stepped in, and curtseyed. At the Gayoso the chambermaids always curtseyed.


  He was sitting at the tea table by the window wearing a maroon satin dressing gown over his clothes, for the fire had not yet caught well and the room was chilly. His tea table was littered with newspapers. A fat cigar was lit and smoldered in an ashtray next to a silver coffee service. Mr. Borden was a round, jovial man, bald with a thick silver fringe and sideburns, and bright blue eyes. "Jeanne! Oh, I am glad to see you, Jeanne. Come in, come in, girl!"


  "Good morning, Mr. Borden," Jeanne said with real pleasure. She went to the fireplace, noting that the wood boy had cleaned the mantel and hearth well, and stirred the coals and added another log. The flames leapt up and the fire began crackling comfortably. Then Jeanne picked up her bucket and started toward the bathroom.


  "Just a minute, Jeanne. Come here, I have something for you," he called after her. "Besides, I'm too lazy to pour my own coffee. Sad, isn't it? Would you do me the honor?"


  "Of course, sir," she said, returning to pour out a steaming cup of coffee with three sugars and heavy cream, just as he liked it.


  "Mmm, you fix it better than I do anyway," he said appreciatively. "Now, I've got some things here—oh, where is the blasted—there it is. Frank Leslie's Illustrated Weekly. From last week, but I thought that you might not have seen it yet," he said tactfully.


  "No, I have not," Jeanne said. "That's very kind of you, Mr. Borden. Thank you."


  He waved dismissively. "And there's some other papers, the New York Herald, the Arkansas Gazette, the local Appeal. I believe you'll find them underneath the night table."


  Jeanne found the newspapers and looked up at him questioningly. "You brought all these for me, sir?" Mr. Borden always left her his newspapers when he stayed, but this was a stack of about a dozen current papers.


  "Of course," he replied with a smile. "Ever since I caught you sneaking a read of my Herald, I've thought about it. You see, Jeanne, I've never thought twice about buying half-a-dozen newspapers every morning, skimming the headlines, then throwing them away. But you can't do that, can you?"


  "No, sir," Jeanne said, slowly rising. "But I never meant to—"


  "I know," he interrupted her hastily. "No, you wouldn't. I just think you should be able to read the newspapers if you want." Very busily he re-lit his cigar, sipped his coffee, shuffled newspapers, and finally began reading.


  Jeanne put the newspapers outside the door and began cleaning. She scrubbed the bathroom, polished the faucets, cleaned the toilet, then went into the room to shake out the sheets and plump the comforter, change the pillow slips, remake the bed, sweep the carpet, and clean the windows. As she was gathering her supplies to leave, he looked up from his newspaper and said, "Jeanne, don't forget your Leslie's."


  She had not forgotten it—far from it—but she was too embarrassed to intrude upon him to greedily shuffle through the untidy pile of newspapers on the table to find it again. She went back to the table, and it was lying to the side, with a five-dollar bill on top of it. Eyes wide, she stared at him.


  "Merry Christmas, Jeanne!" he said as jovially as Santa Claus himself.


  "Oh, thank you, sir," she breathed. "It's—it's—very generous, sir."


  "Not really," he said lightly, then cocked his head, as alert as a bird. "Jeanne, may I be extremely impertinent and ask you a personal question? Dunno why you'd object, you see, I'm already rude enough to call you by your given name and smoke cigars in front of you."


  "I don't object to any of that, sir," she said with a small smile, "and you may ask me a question."


  "Hmm. Are you married, Jeanne?"


  "I am a widow, Mr. Borden."


  "And do you have children?"


  "Yes, sir. A daughter."


  "And how old is she?"


  "She will be six years old in two days, sir," Jeanne replied, now thoroughly surprised. In her experience even the kindest guests had no interest in a chambermaid's life, unless it was one of the men who took a great deal of interest, generally in a chambermaid's person. When Mr. Borden had asked the first question, she had had a moment of discomfort, but it had swiftly passed. She knew he wasn't that type of man. She had always known. Still, his questioning was curious.


  "And what is her name, if you please?" he continued.


  "Marvel Bettencourt. No middle name, sir."


  He nodded. "I have two sons and two daughters. They're all grown now, of course. And I have a grandson that is possibly the most intelligent, the most wondrous child that has ever been born."


  Deadpan, Jeanne said, "I'm sorry to tell you this, sir, but my daughter is quite the cleverest and most wonderful child ever."


  He laughed, a delightful boyish sound. "So she is clever, is she? Must take after her mother. Thank you for indulging my boorish questions. I've just wondered about you, you see. I'd like for you and your daughter to have a good Christmas."


  "Mr. Borden, with this money, I can assure you that my daughter and I will have a glorious Christmas. Thank you again, sir." She gathered up her things, gave him a final curtsey and a smile, and left.


  As soon as she pulled the door closed behind her she stretched out the five-dollar bill and stared at it in wonder. In the previous Christmases, she had made some one-dollar tips but never five dollars. Happily tucking it into her ankle boot, she checked her list for the occupant of the next room. She was the only chambermaid that could read. The other girls had lists with the room numbers carefully drawn the exact same way as the brass numerals on the doors.


  With some trepidation she knocked on Room #302, for her cleaning list told her that this was J. B. Cunningham. "Chambermaid to attend the room, sir?" she called.


  "Come on in."


  She entered the room, which was deliciously heated by the roaring fire. On the air was the sharp mentholated scent of shaving lather. The bathroom door was open and delicate wisps of steam wafted out of it. A young man peered around the door, his face half smothered with big dollops of shaving cream. He held a straight razor in his hand. "Hello, Beautiful! Just give me a minute, I'm finishing up."


  It's not like I'm calling on you, Jeanne thought grimly with an angry bob to pass for a curtsey. "No, Mr. Cunningham, since you are still at your morning toilette I will return later."


  She turned, but too late. He popped into the room. He had trousers on—for which Jeanne was excessively grateful—but he was in his sock feet, and he wasn't wearing a shirt. His face still had shaving cream on it, but he seemed unaware as he came and put both hands on her waist. "Who says toilette? You're not like any chambermaid I ever saw, Jeanne." He tried to draw her closer. "And you're so beautiful—"


  With deliberation Jeanne grabbed his hands and lifted them away from her as if they were some loathsome rodents, and said icily, "Didn't you know? I learned it at Chambermaid School. It's very exclusive; they all look like me at Chambermaid School."


  He laughed. "Wish I knew where that school was! Aw, c'mon, Jeanne, I'm sorry I'm—er—"


  "Half naked?" she supplied. "I know that word, too. I'll be back after I do the next two rooms, Mr. Cunningham. Please be clothed by then."


  Without waiting for his comment, she flung the door open and stalked out. J. B. Cunningham pawed all of the maids. The first time she had cleaned his room, he had lightly laid his hands on her shoulders, turned her around to give her a jolly hug, and then tried to kiss her. She had been new, and frightened, and awkward, and she had barely managed to keep darting away from him until finally she had managed to complete her work. Since then he had tried again and again, but as Jeanne gained more experience she had become quite adept at keeping men at arm's length. This was the first time, however, that he had been half-clothed—or half-naked, as she saw it—and she had been sharper with him than ever before. Lost that tip, she thought dryly as she went to the next room.


  The guest wasn't in the room, so Jeanne unlocked it with her master key and went in. After automatically checking the hearth she went into the bathroom and paused before the big gilt-edged mirror over the sink to study her reflection. In her opinion, J. B. Cunningham always told her she was beautiful because he was trying to seduce her. She was not beautiful; she was pretty. Her eyes were dark and fringed with heavy, dark lashes, and above them her eyebrows made perfect arched wings. Her face was a small oval, with a delicate nose and wide mouth. Her hair was rich, dark brown, luxuriously thick and curly, reaching almost to her waist. She was of average height but her frame was slender, almost boyish. She looked much younger than her age; she was twenty-five but she knew that she barely looked eighteen. That, she reflected, was something that women usually desired, but to her it was a nuisance. Men would have been more respectful of her, surely, if they knew she was a widow with a young daughter.


  Efficiently she finished the room and went on to the next, noting that it was another frequent guest, Mr. George Masters. He responded to her knock and bid her to come in. She opened the door, stepped inside, and curtseyed.


  "Good morning, Jeanne," he said with pleasure. "How are you today?" George Masters was thirty years old, with wavy yellow hair, blue eyes, and a classic Greek profile. He was a wealthy planter, and in the last six months his stays at the Gayoso had become much more frequent and of longer duration. He always looked at Jeanne with admiration, she had seen, but he was never forward or insinuating. He did talk to her, much like Mr. Borden did, with particular cordiality, though he didn't ask personal questions. He seemed to be truly interested in what she had to say.


  "I am doing very well, thank you, Mr. Masters," she replied.


  "And are you looking forward to Christmas?" he asked. He was standing in front of the fireplace, his hands behind his back. His tailoring was always elegant, his frock coats perfectly fitted, his double-breasted waistcoats of satin, with a fine gold watch chain suspended from the pocket and hooking onto the middle button. His hair was perfectly styled. Jeanne could not imagine him allowing her into the room in such a coarse state of undress as Cunningham had done.


  "Yes, sir, thank you, sir," she replied politely. She picked up her bucket and started toward the bathroom.


  "I'm glad to hear it," he said, and Jeanne stopped, put her bucket down, and turned to face him. When a guest wished to converse with you, you stopped what you were doing until they were finished with you. He went on, "I came into town particularly for the Christmas Regale. I was wondering if you were planning on attending?"


  This year, for the first time, the City of Memphis was sponsoring a public Christmas fair. The playbills posted all over the city promised a lavish party at Court Square on Christmas Eve.


  "Yes, sir, I do plan to attend," Jeanne said with pleasure. "It sounds like it's going to be quite a fête."


  One of his smooth eyebrows arched. "Yes, a fête. How do you know—er, pardon me. Perhaps I may see you there, Jeanne?"


  "Perhaps, sir," she said evenly, and waited.


  He looked as if he wanted to say more, but finally he went to the armoire and pulled out a heavy, dark blue double-breasted topcoat and a fine beaver top hat. "If you'll excuse me, I have people waiting for me. There is an envelope on the mantel, it's for you. I hope you have a good day. I'll see you in the morning, Jeanne."


  She curtsied as he went out the door, and then hurried to open the envelope. He had left her two dollars. She smiled a little. He never handed her a tip; he always left it for her. Jeanne marveled at his delicacy. Most of the guests—who were males, of course—made a show of tipping her, with the obvious expectation of gratitude, and sometimes more. George Masters had always shown her unusual respect.


  When she finished with George Masters' room she returned to Cunningham's. He was shaved and clothed, to her relief. He gave her a dollar tip, and then tried to envelope her in a hug. But Jeanne was not going to give anyone a hug for a dollar, or even for a lot of dollars, and she slipped away from him.


  Each floor of the hotel had fifty rooms, and normally all one hundred and fifty rooms were occupied. This close to Christmas, however, the hotel had only eighty occupied rooms, and many of them were checking out today. Twenty-two rooms had to be cleaned on the third floor, and Jeanne had two other maids working with her. They interrupted her several times so that she could let them into a room when the guest wasn't there. As far as she knew, she was the only person that Mrs. Weidemann ever gave a master key to. She did her seven rooms, and the extra. She then checked all the other girls' rooms to make certain they were thoroughly cleaned. It was about five o'clock, and close to full dark, when she left the Gayoso.


  She carried her newspapers, her soaps, her pillow slips, and eight dollars and forty cents in cash. It usually took her over seventeen days of work to earn that much money. Thank you, Lord! she exulted to the bitter east wind. Thank You for taking such good care of us!


  Because of the Christmas season, the shops along Main Street were staying open late, and the streets were still busy. Men in heavy wool topcoats and tall beaver hats, arm-in-arm with fur-clad women, mingled with the rivermen, the clerks, the charwomen, the coal scuttlers, the woodcutters, the couriers, the tradesmen, and all of the different kinds and shapes of people that made up a relatively cosmopolitan city such as Memphis. Jeanne was charmed by Main Street at Christmastime. Every shop window was framed with holly and evergreens, and the lanterns cast an angelic golden glow over the boardwalk. She would have liked to linger and look at some of the shops that she could never go into, like Madame Chasseur's Cosmetics and Perfumery, but she was in a hurry to get home to Marvel. And it was still harshly cold, though the wind had died down.


  Quickly she made her way down Main to Anderton's Grocery and Butchery. The store was busy, with women crowding around the fresh vegetables that Mr. Anderton had just gotten in that very day. Jeanne looked at the bins with a jaundiced eye. She disliked the most common winter vegetables—beets, collard greens, turnips, and particularly brussels sprouts. Her long mouth twisted as she looked at the little, round green balls and thought how very good they would be for Marvel, but she had never been able to bring herself to buy them, she loathed them so. She didn't think she could take a bite of a brussels sprout, not even for Marvel. The kale did look freshly green, and cabbage cooked with a ham hock would be very good. Picking through the bundles of kale carefully, she finally chose one that seemed full and without blemish and went up to the long counter, where Mr. and Mrs. Anderton were busy waiting on customers. Mrs. Anderton finally looked up at her with a flushed plump face and said, "Oh, Mrs. Bettencourt, I see you found the nice kale we got in today. Did you see the brussels sprouts?"


  "Yes, ma'am, they look very—green," Jeanne said politely. "May I please have a quart of milk, and would you happen to have any ham hocks at a good price this evening?"


  Mrs. Overton frowned. "Hmm, I'll check for you, Mrs. Bettencourt. We did this afternoon, but we've been this busy all the day long . . ." She bustled off toward the butchered meats in the back. Jeanne leaned over to look behind the counter, for there were two large bins of the plumpest, reddest apples she had ever seen. Her mouth watered. Mrs. Overton returned, still a-bustling, holding a ham hock in brown paper and a glass quart of milk. "This is the smallest ham hock we have, Mrs. Bettencourt, but it still has some good meat and fat to it. That would be seven cents a pound, and this is about two pounds."


  "That's fine, Mrs. Overton, I'll take it. Those apples, they are very fresh, aren't they?"


  "Oh, yes, fresh-picked in Pennsylvania, I understand, and shipped downriver. We just got them today. I apologize, but we had to put them back here, people were stealing them, and they're a nickel apiece. Would you like to come around and look at them?"


  "No, thank you, ma'am, if you would—"


  But suddenly the kind, warm Mrs. Overton turned into a termagant. She leaned over to look behind Jeanne, her face red with outrage. "Here, you! D'ye think I'm blind? Plain as plain, I saw you poking holes in that there cabbage! Y'ain't gittin' no deals, neither! Plain as plain!" She turned back to Jeanne with a polite smile. "You were saying, Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  "I'd like for you to choose two of the best apples, please, Mrs. Overton. And I'd like a half-pound bag of black tea," Jeanne said with amusement. The Overtons, like most of her guests at the Gayoso, treated her with respect, in spite of her lowly status. Jeanne knew it was because of her upbringing, which had been unorthodox, but her mother had been a gentlewoman and had taught her well. J. B. Cunningham had been right about one thing, at least. She really wasn't like a chambermaid.


  Mrs. Overton obligingly put all of Jeanne's purchases, along with her newspapers and pillow slips and soaps, into a roomy canvas bag. "I'll return it tomorrow," Jeanne promised.


  "Yes, I know," she said, beaming. "And a very Merry Christmas to you and your little one, Mrs. Bettencourt!"


  "Merry Christmas to you and yours, ma'am," Jeanne said. As she neared the door she saw a boy with his face pressed close up to the glass, staring wistfully at the fresh vegetable display. Jeanne felt a deep pang, as she always did when she saw Roberty. But she smiled as he held the door open for her. "Hello, Roberty. I was hoping I'd see you tonight."


  His thin, dirty face brightened. "You was? How come was that?"


  "It so happens that my stock of matches is very low. I desperately need some kindling, and also I was hoping that you might do me a very great favor," Jeanne said, slowing her step to match his. He was a boy of about ten, she thought, small and thin and hungry-looking. There were dozens, maybe even hundreds, of boys like him in Memphis.


  "I got matches, Mrs. Bettencourt," he said eagerly. "And I kept back a good bundle of wood for you, in case. I hid it 'round the corner when I saw you going into Anderton's." He trotted down one of the dank little alleys and came back with an armload of sticks and small branches. "I'll do you a favor, ma'am. Anything, you just ask."


  "Well, you know the little Christmas tree you found for me," she said, "we've decorated it some, but I think I'd very much like to have some pine cones to use for decorations. Do you think you could find any?"


  "Oh, yes, ma'am! There's a big stand of pines over on Mud Island, and every morning they drop loads of cones. I'll be there first thing of the morning, afore the other wood monkeys get there, and get you the prettiest ones." The boys who scavenged the scarce wood around the city had come to be called wood monkeys. They practically knew where every tree in Memphis was located, and no branch or pine cone hit the ground in winter and stayed there for long. Each day the wood monkeys ranged up and down the waterfront, picking up every splinter lost from the endless line of carts hauling wood to the hungry riverboats.


  "I got a surprise for you, too, Mrs. Bettencourt," he said proudly. "I got you some pretty good little sticks of rich pine."


  "How wonderful!" Jeanne said. "One can never seem to buy rich pine. And as it happens, today I have a little extra money, and I'd love to have every splinter of rich pine you have. You—you didn't steal it, did you?"


  "No, ma'am," he said stoutly. "I don't steal."


  "No, I'm sorry, Roberty, I know you don't steal," Jeanne said apologetically. "Are you making it all right? That's a pretty hefty bundle you have there."


  "I don't know what hefty is, but it ain't too heavy." Gamely he struggled to match his stride with Jeanne's as they hurried north of town, to the district known as "The Pinch." Originally it had been called the Pinchgut District, because of the gaunt and pinched faces of the poor people, mostly Irish, who had settled there. It was the poorest section of the town.


  But Jeanne felt that she and Marvel had a fairly good house, considering that they were indeed very poor. It was a small clapboard shotgun house that was only about ten years old. Shotgun houses were called that because of the open middle hallway from front to rear; you could shoot a shotgun through them. To keep out the homeless drunks and thieves and other, worse criminals, Jeanne and her neighbors, the O'Dwyers, had put up stout bolted doors at each end of the house. The O'Dwyers lived in the room on the right side and Jeanne and Marvel on the left. The one thing that Jeanne treasured most about the single room was that it had a fireplace. That was why she had decided on renting the house instead of living in a more convenient boardinghouse.


  Finally they reached her home, and Jeanne dreaded the next few minutes. She felt terribly guilty about Roberty. She didn't know if he had any family, any parents. She didn't even know if he had a home or if he was one of the true orphans who camped out in the summer and slept in a crowded church shelter on the coldest winter nights. But what could she do? Just because he had adopted her, that didn't mean that she could adopt him.


  Jeanne opened the door and they went into the dark hallway. From the O'Dwyers, loud voices sounded, arguing about someone's tobacco, and one of the children was crying. The strong smell of onions pervaded the hall. Roberty slipped past her, laid his bundle of wood down at her door, then pulled some sticks out of his pocket. "Here's the rich pine, Mrs. Bettencourt. How many matches do you need?"


  "How many do you have?"


  "'Bout a dozen left, I think," he said, groping in the dark hallway.


  "Good, I'll take whatever you have. Now, I want you to take this, Roberty, for the wood and the rich pine and the matches. And for Merry Christmas," she said, handing him two quarters.


  His dulled eyes grew round. "Gosh! Thanks, Mrs. Bettencourt! Merry Christmas to you too, and, and I'll see you tomorrow with the pine cones!" He turned and ran out the door, pulling it securely shut behind him. He always hurried away like that, as if he sensed Jeanne's turmoil over asking him into her home. With regret, Jeanne opened the door to her room and hurried to bring in the wood and put all of her things away.


  But somehow Marvel must have heard them, perhaps when the door slammed, for the O'Dwyers' door opened and she came running out. "Mama, you're home! Why didn't you come get me?" she cried, throwing her arms around Jeanne's legs.


  "Because I have a birthday surprise here for someone and I was trying to hide it," Jeanne said, swooping down to lift her up and kiss her. "You're going to have to go stand in the corner and hide your eyes."


  "That's silly, I haven't been naughty," Marvel scoffed. "I've been very good today."


  Jeanne let her slide down to the floor, and Marvel's eyes grew big and round as she saw the bulging canvas bag on the worktable. "Gunness! Are those all your things, Mama?"


  "They are mine and yours," Jeanne said, smiling. Marvel always said gunness, not goodness. "Now, if you'll let me get my breath, and get that fire going good, I'll show you our treasures, and tell you about my exciting adventures today."


  "I'll help you," Marvel said happily. "With the fire, not your breath."


  Jeanne took off her cape and muffler and then carefully removed her mobcap. It looked clean, but of course her apron got dirty in the course of a day's work. She threw it into a bucket of water with boracic acid in it, for she had found that just soaking it overnight would remove the stains without having to scrub. Smoothing her hair, she put on a black wool shawl and went out in the hallway to fetch a good-sized log for the fire. She and the O'Dwyers split the cost of a cord of wood, which ran about ten dollars.


  Marvel stood at the fireplace with the poker, vigorously stirring a good-sized bed of coals and carefully placing small branches on it. The coal-glow lit her intent face. Though she had inherited Jeanne's large dark eyes, she was rather a plain child, with a thin face and mousy sandy-colored hair. Small for her age, her hands were more like a four-year-old's than a six-year-old's. Her legs and arms were skinny, and her neck seemed too small for her head. This was not evidence of malnutrition, because Jeanne was vigilant about feeding her well. Rather, it was because she was frail and sickly. Marvel had been born two months prematurely, and she had never gained normal strength and health.


  But she was a pleasing child, because she was bright and alert and interested in everything, even things that most children her age would find a dead bore. Jeanne was alternately grateful and frustrated with her cleverness. She was gratified when Marvel had started learning to read at five years old, and she had been frustrated when Marvel had insisted she explain why the O'Dwyers had six children and Jeanne only had one. Life with Marvel was like that.


  Jeanne came in to put the log on the fire. "Did Mr. O'Dwyer give us the coal starter?"


  "Yes, ma'am, Angus got home early today and stoked their fire up real good, and Mr. O'Dwyer brought a shovelful of live coals over here just a little while ago," she said.


  "Did you remember to thank him?"


  "Yes, ma'am. I told you I was very good today."


  "Pardon me, I forgot," Jeanne said gravely. "Now I'm going to put this soup on, and while it's heating up we'll take a look at my bag over there." She set up the iron tripod and suspended a cast-iron pot over the hottest part of the fire. All last night she had simmered oxtails, onions, and carrots over the slow fire. Now she added a cupful of cooked rice for a good, thick stew.


  "Let's go ahead and put our bed down, shall we?" Jeanne said. They had an iron bedstead with rusty springs, but in winter they always put the mattress down in front of the fire and sat wrapped up in wool blankets. Most nights they read some, and then they talked while Jeanne sewed. Tonight they got the canvas bag and set it down between them.


  "First, though, before we see these wonderful things, I want us to say a thank-you prayer," Jeanne said. "Today I had some generous guests that gave me tips. We have to thank Mr. Borden, Mr. Masters, Mr. Cunningham, and Mr. Davis."


  Marvel nodded and bowed her head. "Dear Lord Jesus, thank you for Mr. Borden and Mr. Masters and Mr. Cunningham and Mr. Davis. Thank you for the money they gave Mama. Thank you for all the stuff in the bag. Amen."


  Jeanne began taking things out of the bag. "Surprise! Kale! Isn't that wonderful?"


  "Mama, that bag's got more things in it," Marvel said reproachfully. "You're just joshin' me."


  "I'm sorry, I think you'll like this better. Here is milk and a ham hock, which I suppose are almost as amazing as kale. But look at this—and this—" Jeanne pulled out the muslin bag of tea, and the apples.


  Marvel's mouth made a small o. "Those apples! They're so, so red and shiny and fat! And, Mama is that—" She snatched the bag from Jeanne's hand and lifted it to her nose and sniffed. "It is! It's tea! You got us some tea!"


  "Mr. Borden got us some tea," Jeanne corrected her. "And these newspapers. Just look, Marvel, this one has pictures."


  "Oh, Mama, could we please, please, have a cup of tea? And we have milk and sugar! Couldn't we make tea, and then read the newspapers while we're having tea?" she pleaded.


  "Hmm, I suppose we might, though I'll have to take the stew off the fire," Jeanne said thoughtfully.


  "But just this once, to celebrate Mr. Borden and Mr.—and the other gentlemen—may we have tea and bread and cheese and apples for supper?" Marvel said slyly.


  "Ah, to celebrate," Jeanne said. "As a matter of fact, that is just about what Mr. Borden told me he'd like me to do with the money he gave me. Yes, tonight we may have tea instead of supper."


  "Oh, thank you, thank you!" Marvel said. "I just love tea, and I know it's so 'spensive we can't hardly ever buy it."


  "We can hardly ever buy it," Jeanne corrected her.


  "We can hardly ever buy it," Marvel echoed. "Mr. Borden must be nice. You like him, don't you, Mama?"


  "Hm? Oh. It's not a question of whether I like him or not, Marvel," Jeanne explained. "In a way, I work for him. He is a generous man, and I am grateful to him."


  Marvel frowned. "I thought you liked him, because when you talk about him you sound okay. But when you talk about the others you sound funny, like you don't like them."


  "What? No, no, Marvel, it's not that I dislike them. It's just not—the situation—it's one of those things about adults that you can't understand yet," Jeanne struggled to explain.


  "Maybe. But I know you don't like men very much, Mama. 'Cept for Mr. O'Dwyer, I guess, and maybe Pastor Beecham. I just don't understand why."


  Jeanne blinked several times. She didn't actively dislike all men, of course. But she didn't trust them. She treated them with courtesy, but with cool, distant courtesy. She found it troublesome that Marvel had noticed anything peculiar. In Jeanne's mind, she was equally polite to everyone. How could Marvel have recognized any difference in her attitude toward men? Perhaps it was simply that Marvel was overly sensitive because she had no father.


  Jeanne reached over and hugged Marvel. "It is hard for you to understand things about grown-up men and women, little girl. Just don't worry. Because I love you so much, so very much, and I promise I'll protect you and keep you safe."


  Marvel buried her face in Jeanne's shoulder. "I know you'll take care of me, Mama. I've always known. I love you, too."


  


  CHAPTER TWO
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  Venite adoremus


  Venite adoremus


  Venite adoremus


  Dominum!


  The thunder of Clint Hardin's tenor voice rolled out through the nave of Calvary Episcopal Church in the last refrain of "Adeste Fideles." After a moment of silence, which generally did happen when Clint finished a hymn at full strength, Choirmaster Altus Lilley, a small nervous man, said, "Wonderful, choristers, wonderful!"


  "Someone was flat," Eve Poynter Maxfield said with delicate distaste.


  Dr. Augustus Hightower looked down his long generous nose at her and sniffed. "I don't see how you can hear a flat when Mr. Hardin is singing."


  "Sorry," Clint said without a sign of remorse.


  "Not at all, not at all," Choirmaster Lilley said hastily. "Perhaps there was a flat, Mrs. Maxfield, but then again, Mr. Hightower, sometimes the acoustics keep us from detecting the very minor flaws, if there should be any. Er—should we try it again?"


  "I think not. It is getting late, and Mr. Hardin and I really must practice our pieces," Mrs. Maxfield said. "I believe everyone else can go home."


  "Yes, of course, of course," Mr. Lilley agreed. "Splendid rehearsal, everyone. Thank you."


  The Calvary Choristers all began to gather their hats, topcoats, gloves, and mufflers. There were fourteen of them: six male singers, four female singers, three male violinists, and twelve-year-old prodigy Constance Raleigh, who played the flute flawlessly. She looked very sleepy and bored as she broke down her flute to place it in the velvet case. The adults were discussing the upcoming Christmas Eve program, the violinists were carefully packing up their instruments.


  Clint Hardin walked up to the violinists and asked his friend Vincent Norville, "Hey, Vinnie, meet me at Mütter Krause's about ten? You too, Duffy, Mütter Krause's Wiener schnitzel is good for you, make you grow up big and tall."


  "Aw, can it, Clint," Duffy Byrne grunted. He was a scrappy Irishman, short on height and short on temper. "I could take you, you know, with that glass jaw you got."


  "Probably," Clint agreed with a grin. "You coming, though?"


  "Not me," Duffy said. "Shannon's waiting for me at home. Besides, the only person that scares me more than Shannon is Mütter Krause."


  "I'm in, Clint," Vinnie said heartily. "I'm not promising to wait for you, though." He was a wiry, tough man with dark curly hair and brown-black eyes. Now he glanced sidelong at Eve Maxfield and said wryly to Clint, "After all, you can't be sure Her Ladyship is going to be all finished up with you by ten."


  "I'll be there, I'm as hungry as a bear right now," Clint said. "But you know we must take care to please the ladies." He went back to where Eve Maxfield stood alone.


  Vinnie rolled his eyes at Duffy. "He pleases the ladies, all right. I just wish it wasn't all of the ladies."


  Clint and Eve stood together at the side of the transept, talking quietly. He was bent over solicitously to listen to her, for he was six feet two inches tall and she was only five feet four inches. They made an unlikely pair. Clint Hardin was beefy, with broad shoulders and bulky arms and legs and a workingman's rough hands. His hair was long, growing over the collar of his shirt, a glossy blue-black, straight and thick. One lock perpetually fell over his forehead. He had dark, smoky blue eyes set in a craggy, lantern-jawed face.


  Eve Poynter Maxfield was his polar opposite. She was small and slight and dainty. Her hair was a deep auburn, and she wore it in the prevailing fashion, parted down the middle with a chignon in the back and springy ringlets over each shoulder. She had a magnolia complexion, big round brown eyes, a small nose, and short pouty lips. Her dress was exquisite, a winter promenade dress of red-and-green plaid taffeta of such quality that the very whispers it made when she moved sounded rich.


  Mrs. Henry Raleigh, wife of Mr. Henry Raleigh of Raleigh Ironworks and mother of the bored Constance, came stalking over to Clint and Eve. Mrs. Raleigh was a fine-looking woman, with dark hair and eyes and aristocratic features and an imperious manner. She was not quite thirty and clung to her youth with fierce determination, constantly setting herself against the young widow Eve Maxfield, an acknowledged beauty.


  "Mr. Hardin, Mrs. Maxfield, I really must protest. It was not my husband that was flat," she said frigidly. Mr. Raleigh, short, rotund, with great fluffy sideburns, was one of the two baritones, and though he did have a powerful voice, unfortunately he was sometimes flat.


  "I never said it was Mr. Raleigh that was flat, Letitia," Eve retorted. "In fact, I never even said it was one of the gentlemen." Mrs. Raleigh was an indifferent alto.


  "Surely you're not accusing me now!" Letitia said stiffly.


  With a bored look Eve said, "Why don't we ask Mr. Hardin? After all, he does stand in the center of the group, and his pitch is perfect. I'm sure he could tell who it was."


  "Nah," Clint said carelessly. "I sing so blasted loud even I can't hear."


  "Liar," Eve said with amusement.


  "Am not," Clint said. They exchanged intimate little smiles.


  Letitia Raleigh narrowed her eyes. "You know, Eve, you really should be careful about showing undue familiarity with men. You're damaging your reputation, people are talking."


  "I know, and I also know exactly who is doing all the talking," Eve said.


  "Yeah?" Clint said with interest. "I've always wondered who does all the talking."


  "Really, such impertinence!" Letitia snapped, whirling about and hurrying away.


  "You're impertinent," Eve told Clint. "Letitia said so. And she is the one who does all the talking."


  "At least I've been promoted. Last week she called me a boor."


  The choristers were finally filing out, and Clint and Eve waved and said their good-nights. Eve turned to him and said, "Finally, we're alone. All alone."


  "Yeah, how'd that happen?" he said, grinning.


  "I made sure of it," she said. "So, shall we warm up?"


  "We've been singing for two hours already."


  "I wasn't talking about my voice," Eve said softly. "I was talking about my hands." She removed her gloves, then put her hands on his chest and moved close to him, looking up at him alluringly.


  He backed up just a tiny step so she wouldn't be pressing against him, but he did place his hands over hers. "It is cold in here, Mrs. Maxfield. With your permission—?" He lifted her hands and breathed on them, then gently rubbed them. "Better?"


  "Yes, much better, Clint. And I've told you, call me Eve when there's no one around."


  "That would be very impertinent of me. I'm like that, you know. People talk."


  With an exasperated sigh, Eve pulled her hands free and went to sit on the stool by the grand pedal harp that loomed up behind them. Lightly stroking the strings in a humming whisper, she said, "You always make jokes, Clint. I really wish you would be serious, and speak to me as if you are sincere."


  "Sincere about what?" he asked, perplexed. For eight months now, since Eve had practically single-handedly formed the Calvary Choristers, she had been flirting with him, paying marked attention to him, deferring to him in many matters that really were the province of the choirmaster. Tonight was the first time she had arranged for them to practice alone, though for many nights now she had drawn close to him to say a warm and intimate good-night. Tonight she had touched him, but he had expected that, for that was the way women like Eve played the game. He knew about ladies like Eve; they liked to dance close to fire, to tease, to tantalize. But they never, ever got burned. When a respectable gentlewoman like Eve flirted with him, Clint always figured that the last thing they wanted was for him to be either serious or sincere.


  Now she looked up at him with a trace of frustration. "You could be so much more than you are. You are intelligent and you are gifted. You have a gentlemanly deportment, when you trouble to display it. But your appearance and your jocular manner don't help you."


  "I can't help the way I look and talk, Eve," he rasped.


  "Oh, I wasn't talking about your looks at all," she said with heavy insinuation. "Your looks are just fine. Better than fine, in fact. No, I was talking about your mode of dress, always in rough laborer's clothing. If you would wear well-tailored suits, with correct accessories, of course, you could mix in any circles you chose. And neither am I talking about your speech, which is really quite articulate. What I mean is the way that you comport yourself. You should learn to behave more like a gentleman and less like a mechanic."


  "That's machinist. And I happen to believe that I can be both a machinist and a gentleman. I don't understand what you're getting at, anyway. What good could it possibly do me to dress up like a high-hat muffin? Then I'd just be a machinist in a three-piece suit."


  She shook her head. "No, you wouldn't. Again, you could be so much more than you are right now, Clint."


  "How's that? Put on some weight?"


  She gave him a disdainful look, and he said, "Sorry, sorry, being serious and sincere now. I don't understand what that means, Eve."


  "You see, I've been thinking about you a lot," she said in a warm, intimate tone. "I believe that I could help you tremendously. You could be on the stage, Clint. With some training you could be the star of any opera you chose, you could command solo performances. And the first step of working toward that goal is for you to become my voice tutor."


  He grinned devilishly. "Well, yeah! And you could be my nanny!"


  "You see? You cannot be serious for even one full minute!"


  "Because that whole folderol you've got in your pretty head there is funny. Oh, yes, I can just see your father, Judge Eugene Poynter, welcoming me into your drawing room for your la-di-da musicales! And a voice tutor? Just because I can sing doesn't mean I know the first thing about tutoring."


  "But you could, you know," she said mildly. "You understand everything about the physical part of it, and your pitch is so perfect you can't tolerate the most minuscule flat or sharp. I've seen you making faces at Henry Raleigh."


  "I don't make faces—never mind that. It's ludicrous, Eve. I can see where you're going with this. You dress me up like a pet monkey and parade me around and I simper and fawn to get sponsors, and I spend all day having the vapors because I'm a tortured artist, and I just hate to take filthy lucre to support my gift, but I'm driven, because I'm an artist, and I'm tortured."


  "Something like that," she said, smiling. "It would work, too. I know because I'm certain that if I could present you to my father in respectable clothing, and if you would regulate your conduct, he would pay you to be my voice tutor. And when he hears you singing serious music, he would gladly agree to sponsor you. That's what people like us do."


  Clint nodded. "People like you may. But people like me don't. So, are we going to practice or not?"


  "Yes, we are. But first I would like to ask you two things."


  "At your service, ma'am," Clint said instantly. He truly was a gentleman.


  "The first is, would you kindly walk me home tonight? I felt bad for Sowerby, so I sent him home."


  "You, walking? And on a night like tonight? I'll bet the temperature is somewhere around freezing about now."


  "It's only four blocks." She smiled up at him seductively. "And I already know that you can keep me very, very warm."


  "That I can do," he agreed. "And the other favor?"


  "Just think about what I've told you, Clint. That's all, just tell me that you'll at least consider it."


  "All right, Eve, I will at least consider it."


  "Good. Now, are you ready?" She placed her fingers on the harp strings and began.
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  MÜTTER KRAUSE'S KITCHEN WAS a respectable restaurant during the day, when women and their children, or even a lady alone, might dine on the scrumptious German food without a worry that they would be accosted or troubled in any way. There were two things that Gudrun Krause despised: mundane food and troublesome men. So her food was always freshly bought and freshly cooked, and her male patrons were always on their best behavior. Wild river rats, slick gamblers, fighting drunks, smooth pickpockets, and professional thieves found that they were not welcome at Mütter Krause's, not even after six o'clock, when the laborers and craftsmen and dockmen got off work and the restaurant transformed into a tavern/eatery.


  Clint came in the front door and saw Vince Norville sitting at the long polished cherrywood bar. Unlike a saloon, Mütter Krause's had tall stools lined along the bar, for men didn't just stand and drink, they sat down and ate, almost always. Gudrun Krause didn't care if the men didn't order food. As long as they behaved, they were welcome to stay and drink as long as they liked. But the delicious smells of spicy sausage, piquant sauerkraut, and tangy hot potato salad generally overcame a man at some point during the night. Right now, at ten o'clock, Clint's stomach rumbled as he settled on a barstool next to Vince.


  "Got your beer here," Vince said. "Next one's on you."


  "You got it," Clint said, drinking the dark, warm beer appreciatively. "But I've got to have some food, quick. Mmm, what do you think that smell is?"


  "I dunno," Vince sighed. "But I'm sure Gretchen will be glad to tell you."


  Gretchen Krause was a plump, bosomy, hearty young woman with golden curls and sparkling blue eyes. She threw her arms around Clint, enveloping him in a smothering hug, and smacked him loudly on the cheek. "Clinton! Where have you been? It's been so long, I've missed you!"


  Clint returned with a hug that was much more brotherly than Gretchen really wanted. "Hi, Gretchen. I was here just last Wednesday, don't you remember?"


  She blinked. "No."


  "Oh. Well, I missed you, too, Gretchen."


  She beamed again. "You need to eat, you're getting skinny, Clinton." She always pronounced his name Clin-TON, and she always told him he was getting skinny.


  "Yeah, I am really hungry. What's cooking that smells so good? I want that."


  "That's gulasch, with spätzle," she told him brightly.


  He hesitated, and he heard Vince beside him quietly chortling. "I want that," Clint repeated kindly.


  "It's so good, spätzle and gulasch," she told him happily as she started toward the hinged leaf opening of the bar.


  "Yeah, I'll have some of that too," Clint said.


  She stopped and looked back at him, her brow furrowed. Slowly her face lit up, and she shook her finger at him. "Ahh! You're joking again, Clinton! What a tease you are!" She flipped up the leaf and went through a brightly lit door into the kitchen. From there they heard Gretchen talking loudly in German, presumably to her mütter. They didn't understand anything she said except "gulasch" and "spätzle" and "Clin-TON." Then they heard both mother and daughter laughing. Mütter Krause rarely came out into the bar at night, preferring to stay in the kitchen and cook and let Gretchen and her two sisters handle the patrons. It was said that if Mütter Krause came out of the kitchen at night with her iron soup spoon, every man in the place had better take to his heels.


  Vince was shaking his head. "Gretchen really is a pretty girl, but she's got Wiener schnitzel for brains."


  "She's sharp enough to handle about a hundred rowdy men," Clint argued, turning around to lean back against the bar and look around the room. "And she's got the best teeth, doesn't she? So nice when ladies have really good, straight, white teeth."


  "I've never seen anything like you, Clint. You'd find something nice to say about the cheapest whore in the Pinch."


  Clint shrugged. "Whoever she is, I'm sure she didn't decide that's what she wanted to be when she grew up. As far as I'm concerned, any woman's a real lady, given the chance."


  "Is that what it is about you?" Vince said curiously. "Is that why all the women fall in love with you? Because you think they're all real genteel ladies?"


  "Aren't they?" Clint said. "And besides, they don't all fall in love with me. That's dumb, Vinnie. I just treat them with respect and they appreciate it, that's all. You should try it sometime."


  Indignantly, Vince said, "I treat ladies with respect! My mama would pinch my head clean off if I didn't!"


  "You slapped Suzette on the behind the other night," Clint argued. "That's not exactly what I was talking about."


  Vince rubbed his jaw, remembering. "She clipped me a good one, too. I won't make that mistake again, that's for sure. She could spar with you, Flint."


  "Do not call me that stupid name," Clint warned, "or you'll be sparring with me."


  Vince held up his hands in surrender. "Okay, okay, no need to get such a sore head. But speaking of flint, there's the man you have to thank for the nickname, over there. Did you see him?"


  Clint craned his neck around to check the far back table. A four-man poker game was going on. All four of the men were well-dressed, if just a little flashy. One man wore a big, square diamond pinky ring that flashed whenever his hand moved, one had on a wide-brimmed low-crowned black hat with a hatband made of silver coins, one had on a loud purple-and-blue striped satin waistcoat. One of them, however, was discreetly dressed in black with a silvery-gray waistcoat and a plain white-cuffed shirt with gold cufflinks. Alertly, as if he sensed Clint's scrutiny, he looked up from his cards and scanned the room. Spotting Clint, he gave him a curt nod.


  Clint turned back to Vince. "Buck Buckner himself, and dressed like a New York dandy. Those other fellows pilots, too?"


  "Yeah, not as famous as Buck, but high water/high rollers like him," Vince said, sipping his beer. "It's funny how different so many of the new pilots are from the old breed, the rip-roaring snortin' old river rats. They're almost respectable. Guess making boatloads of money gives you respectability." Vince was twenty-two, the same age as Clint. He had been a roustabout on the Mississippi River wharf in Memphis since he was twelve. He knew every riverboat, every pilot, every captain, and most of the firemen and deckhands.


  They looked around for awhile, soaking up the genial atmosphere. A continual low babble of conversation sounded, punctuated by laughter and an occasional call out to an acquaintance. It was a big square room, with several long rectangular tables and two dozen round four-seaters. The floor was hardwood, and Mrs. Krause and Gretchen mopped it with vinegar every single morning. The walls were plain oak boards, but they were cleaned every other day and whitewashed once a month. Mütter Krause's was the only saloon in Memphis with numerous windows, and they were always sparkling and bright. The long bar was plainly built, with no ornamentation, but it was cleaned and then polished to a high gloss every morning with lemon oil. Even now Clint caught the tang of lemon on the air.


  The barroom was thick with tobacco smoke and the earthy smell of beer. Clint didn't mind either. In saloons men missed the spittoons far too often, and he found that habit much more offensive. Mrs. Krause frowned darkly upon missing the spittoons, and tobacco- and snuff-chewing men found themselves buying cigarettes or cigars from Gretchen to avoid her wrath. Also, Mrs. Krause served liquor but had no tolerance for stumble-drunks and certainly not mean drunks. Of course a man could stumble around and pick a fight after having too much beer, but somehow in Mütter Krause's a man found he could sip a beer and have a couple of leisurely shots of whiskey and enjoy the night just as much. Clint certainly felt that way.


  Though there were no cheap prostitutes or saloon girls here, there were women. Men brought their wives; there were some old women, probably charwomen; and there were younger women that might be of questionable virtue but they were quiet and well-behaved. Gudrun Krause was no respecter of persons, but she was a respecter of the peace.


  Clint heard a plate scrape the bar behind him, and a fresh waft of the delicious-smelling gulasch assailed his nostrils. But before he could turn around, Gretchen hurried around the bar and threw her arm across his shoulders. "Mütter says this is her best gulasch, for you. And she asks, will you come sing tomorrow night? She says she'll make her very special Rheinischer sauerbraten just for you. Please, please, Clinton?"


  He hooked his arms around her waist, which delighted her. "Tell her I'll try. I've got rehearsal, you know, and tomorrow is the twenty-third, the last rehearsal. It might run kind of late."


  "You'll be running really late," Vince put in, elbowing Clint, "attending Her Ladyship."


  "Who is Her Ladyship?" Gretchen demanded, frowning.


  "Don't pay any attention to him, he doesn't know what he's talking about," Clint assured her. "Happens to him a lot. It's kind of sad, really. I'll try to get here by nine, Gretchen. Maybe just a couple of songs."


  She clapped her hands and kissed him with relish on the cheek again. "I love, love to listen to you sing, Clinton! I'll be at Court Square on Christmas Eve, too, Mütter says I may! I am throwing you lots of kisses!" Then she proceeded to kiss him twice on the cheek and once on the mouth before dancing away.


  "'I am throwing you lots of kisses, Clin-ton,'" Vince mimicked in a falsetto voice. "'Course, I am throwing them a very short way, since my mouth is smack-up on yours!"


  "Shut up," Clint said casually. "She's a really sweet girl. You ready for another beer? I am."


  "Let me go tell Elza," Vince said hastily, jumping to his feet. "I'm getting tired of watching women slobber all over you."


  "Hey, ask Elza to come over here for a minute, I need to ask her something," Clint called after him.


  "Shut up," Vince said without turning around.


  Grinning, Clint turned to his food with a will. He discovered that gulasch was very lean tender cuts of beef and thinly sliced potatoes simmering in a creamy mushroom sauce, and that spätzle was soft egg noodles drowned in butter and seasoned with parsley. Mütter Krause listed the menu on a big slateboard with the prices, but she only wrote the German names. Clint and Vince could only remember Wiener schnitzel because that was their favorite. If they didn't order that they had no idea what they were getting until it arrived. It didn't matter, though, because everything was piping hot and fresh and delicious. Clint loved spicy, piquant German food.


  After a while Vince came back with two pewter tankards of beer, talking to not Elza but Buck Buckner. The riverboat pilot held a cigar and gestured as he talked. They reached Clint, who stuck out his hand. "Hello, Buck. Good to see you. Have a seat, if you don't mind watching me eat."


  Buckner was the pilot of the Lady Vandivere, the largest and possibly the most elegant steamboat on the river. A four-decker, she had thirty luxurious staterooms, a ballroom, a dining room, and four salons. Buckner was thirty now, but he had piloted the Lady Vandivere since she was built seven years ago, when he was at the unheard-of age of twenty-three. Buckner, like many other pilots, had come to understand that if they were going to be rowdy, shouting, cursing, coarse brutes they would never pilot a passenger steamboat that, of course, was designed for the Quality. These young men had set about to gentrify themselves, and they generally did a good job of it. Buck certainly looked like a gentleman, with carefully coiffed dark hair, clear features, dark eyes, and discreetly tailored suits. His air was one of competence and confidence. Only when he was gambling, which was his passion, did his predatory nature come through in the sharpness of his eyes and the hard set of his mouth. He looked like that now.


  "I don't mind watching you eat, Hardin. I'm glad to see it. Going to need your strength, you know," he said, watching Clint's every bite. "How's the workout coming?"


  Clint replied, "I haven't had much time to work out. I've been kinda busy."


  Buckner frowned. "Singing your sweet little heart out, I guess. I don't think Mike the Hammer's going to be beat by you singing him to death."


  "You know, I think Mike the Hammer should be named Mike the Hammer Head," Clint said. "That fellow has the hardest head I ever saw on a man. I know I landed three solid right crosses and he didn't even blink."


  "He was too busy beating you to a pulp to blink," Vince rasped.


  "Yeah, I remember," Clint said mournfully, wiping his mouth carefully and pushing his empty plate away. "It hurt, a lot."


  Impatiently Buckner said, "Hardin, you fast-talked me into sponsoring you for this fight. I'd appreciate it if you'd let me know if Mike's going to knock you flat again. I'll know how to place my bets to recover my financing."


  "No, no, don't worry. This time I've got a plan," Clint said grandly. "This time he goes down."


  "Uh-huh," Buckner said darkly. "So what's the plan?"


  "I'm going to keep him from hitting me in the ribs and gut until I can't breathe, and meanwhile I'm going to beat his head until he falls down," Clint said evenly. Though he was unaware of it, his jaw had tightened and his eyes had darkened to charcoal-blue, and he looked dangerous.


  Buckner and Vince stared at him. Buckner said, "That's your plan. That's the whole plan?"


  "That's it," Clint said shortly.


  Now Vince and Buckner looked at each other. Vince said, "Don't look at me. I don't know anything about the plan. I didn't even know we had a plan."


  Buckner considered Clint again. "He's smaller than you, but he's faster. A lot faster. That's how he got to you last time, he darted into your space and pummeled you until you were weak."


  Clint nodded. "He did that, for eleven rounds. But that wasn't the reason he beat me. He beat me because I couldn't knock him out first, because like I said, his jaw is like an anvil."


  "And you've figured out a way to keep him from tiring you out, and getting in a quick knockout," Buckner said thoughtfully. "How?"


  A brief look of discomfort shadowed Clint's face, but when he spoke his voice was hard. "Just trust me, Buck. I'm going to beat him. Bet on me."


  "All right, I will," Buckner said quietly, "but if you lose, you're going to owe me a lot of money."


  Clint said nothing more, so Buckner went on, now in a light tone, "Good night, gentlemen. Clint the Flint Fist, get to bed early, you need your beauty sleep. Vinnie, keep him on the straight and narrow until Boxing Day, yeah?" With a few nods to acquaintances, he left.


  Vince resumed his seat next to Clint and said glumly, "I feel so much better now that I know you got the plan. The one where you win and Mike the Hammer loses."


  "Simple, yet elegant. Don't you think?" Clint drawled.


  Vince studied him for a moment, and then a slow grin came over his face. "You're watching the clock. What's up? You have an appointment?" A somber Viennese regulator wall clock of walnut and ebony hung behind the bar, and Clint had been glancing at it off and on for the last hour.


  "Something like that," he answered carelessly. "Hey, by my reckoning I now owe you two beers. You ready?"


  "No thanks and don't change the subject. You've got a lady-in-waiting, don't you?" he punned. "C'mon, it's old Vinnie here. I'm your best friend, you can tell me. Is it Her Ladyship?"


  "Vinnie, Mrs. Maxfield is a widow, living in her parents' home. Don't be a complete imbecile."


  "Okay, okay, so it's not Mrs. Maxfield. Who is it then?"


  "I didn't say it was a lady, I didn't even say it was a person," Clint rasped.


  "So, what, got a train to catch at midnight?" Vince rolled his eyes. "I don't get it, Clint. I never have. Not about your women, I've seen enough of that all these years to see why they fall all over themselves over you. But you never talk about them, you never tell me one blessed thing. We talk about everything else under the sun, from religion to politics to music to when my little brother's eyeteeth came in, but you never tell me about your lady friends."


  Clint sighed. "No, Vinnie, I know. You just don't see it, do you?" He looked directly into his friend's face and said in a low tone, "Gentlemen never tell, Vinnie. If you get one thing, get that. Gentlemen never tell."
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  AT MIDNIGHT, AS CLINT went into a narrow dark alley just off Main Street, it started to snow. He paused for a moment to watch with pleasure. Of course there was no streetlight in this little nameless alley, but at the top of the stairwell just above him was a window that glowed a welcoming deep amber. The big powdery snowflakes seemed touched with gold against the lantern light. Humming The Holly and the Ivy, he went up the stairs and knocked on the door. A slender, fair woman with her shoulders bare and her hair flowing down to her waist opened it.


  "Madame Chasseur, I know the hour is late," Clint said in a low voice, "but I find I am suddenly in need of some cosmetics and perfume. Something to take the chill of this snowfall away, perhaps?"


  "Hmm, I see," she said thoughtfully. "As it happens, I not only have perfumes and cosmetics, but just today I received some soothing oil of sandalwood. It would, I think, be very good for a warming massage."


  "Giving one? Or getting one?" Clint asked with very great interest.


  "Both," she said, and pulled him inside.


  The window's lantern-glow lit the snow all night.


  


  CHAPTER THREE
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  Jeanne lit the last small white candle, the one on the very top of the Christmas tree. Then she and Marvel stood back to look. Jeanne glanced down at her daughter's joyous face, and thought tiredly that it had all been worth it, both the money and the work. Marvel had never looked so happy, or so well.


  Marvel took Jeanne's hand and she automatically noted that her daughter's tiny hand was freezing cold. "Why don't we have a nice hot cup of tea?" Jeanne suggested, hurrying to put the copper water pot on the fire.


  "That would be nice," Marvel said dreamily. She couldn't take her eyes from the tree. "I think this is the most beautiful Christmas tree ever."


  It was a humble little tree, the top of a scrub pine that Roberty had managed to salvage for Jeanne from a woodcutter's haul. The branches were spare but symmetrical, so it was a pretty cone shape. Jeanne had put it into a small bucket of water on their only table, a rough much-scarred oak worktable that had two bricks under one broken leg. For the last four nights she had brought home something to decorate the tree: first popped corn and cranberries to string together to make garlands, then squares of red and white felt to make stars. As promised, Roberty had brought a dozen little pinecones, and Jeanne and Marvel had fun making "snow" from laundry soap and starch and putting dollops on the top of the pine cones and the tree's branches. Finally, on this night of December 23, Jeanne had brought home the candles. With that final touch, the tree did look pretty.


  They settled down on the mattress and bundled up, for it was very cold in their room despite the roaring fire. They had their cups of tea, and each of them had a sugar cookie that Jeanne had splurged and bought them. Afterwards Jeanne got her sewing kit and began darning her winter stockings, for with her work she was continually wearing out the toes and heels. Marvel said, "I can't wait for the Christmas Regale tomorrow. It sounds like it's going to be so much fun. Maybe everyone in town will be there!"


  "I hope not," Jeanne said. "That would be a great crush, and I would probably lose you and have to wait for St. Nicholas to bring you home."


  Marvel grinned. "Would he bring me down the chimney, do you think?"


  "Of course he would. You don't think that St. Nick is just going to come up and knock on the door, do you?"


  "No, he wouldn't do that. But you won't lose me, Mama, I know, even if everyone in Memphis is there." Suddenly, like a startled kitten, she yawned hugely. "I'm not sleepy!" she said quickly.


  "Uh-huh," Jeanne said with disbelief, setting aside her sewing. "I think I'd better read the next part of our Christmas book, and then to sleep with you, little girl. We have a very busy day planned tomorrow."


  Jeanne had put together all of the verses about the birth of Christ, including the angel's visitation to Mary and then to Joseph, Mary's visit to Elizabeth and the Magnificat, the journey to Bethlehem, the story of the shepherds, and the story of the wise men, and had written them all in order in a small book. For a week she read passages every night, to end on Christmas Eve. As she finished the reading, ending with Joseph finding only a stable to shelter them, Marvel was already fast asleep. Jeanne hurried to blow out the candles on the Christmas tree, then bundled up again on the mattress and picked up her sewing. She sewed for a long time, for their clothes were old and worn and needed continual mending and patching. Her back ached, and her eyes watered, because she sewed only by the firelight. Candles and lanterns were luxury items.


  She looked back up at the tree and a small smile played on her lips. Marvel had truly been entranced by the little tree. Jeanne had had so many misgivings about spending money on frivolous things like decorations for a Christmas tree. It was difficult for her, because every penny she made had to go for food, for fabrics for clothing, for shoes, for rent, for wood, for supplies like soap and needles and thread, and often for ointments and medications for Marvel when she got catarrh or a cough or skin irritations.


  Two things, in particular, bothered Jeanne terribly about their poverty. One was that she couldn't afford to buy books or even papers and pen and ink. When Marvel turned five, Jeanne had bought McGuffey's Primer, and within three months Marvel knew it by heart. Then Jeanne had bought the McGuffey's first-year schoolbook. Along with a slate and some chalk, those two books had taken every little bit of her savings, for she desperately tried to put money aside every week, even if was only a penny or two. More than anything Jeanne wanted to buy a little cottage, their very own place. She knew that it would have to be a shack in the Pinch, but even that, if it belonged to them, would make Jeanne immeasurably happy.


  For the thousandth time, she reflected that in their circumstances that would be the highest goal they could possibly attain; but when? Every time she managed to put even a few dollars aside it seemed that some new expense dogged her, either an emergency such as Marvel's illnesses, or a simple have-to, as when either she or Marvel wore out their shoes. Jeanne's leather half-boots were much-patched right now. She doubted that she would make it through the winter without having to buy a new pair.


  Even as these melancholy thoughts went through her mind, she looked up to rest her eyes for a moment, and saw that it had begun to snow. Quietly she got up and, pulling her shawl closer, went to stand in front of the small four-paned window on the front wall. It faced the back of another shotgun shanty right in front of them, but now the dismal view had become enchanted, for each single puffy flake of snow drifted down on the lightest air and settled into picturesque little drifts at the corners of the panes. Jeanne watched for a long time. Then she bowed her head and whispered, "I know, Lord Jesus, that You're reminding me. There is beauty even here, and there is always hope. Thank You for the snow."
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  JEANNE OPENED ONE EYE reluctantly. She could hardly see, because thick curls had fallen out of her nightcap and covered her face. But dimly she made out her daughter, in her nightdress, doing a wild pantomime dance. Marvel's skinny arms were high above her head, her face was exultant, and she was hopping and leaping in circles. Not a single sound did she make.


  Jeanne sat up and pushed away the curtain of curls from her eyes. "Good morning, little girl," she said with a yawn.


  Marvel stopped dancing and ran to the mattress. "Mama! Mama, it snowed, it snowed! It's so pretty, come look!" Again she leaped up and began her dance, talking jerkily. "I tried—to be—quiet—so you could—sleep—"


  "You didn't wake me up," Jeanne assured her. "Thank you, Marvel, you're a good girl." For the first time in four years, Jeanne was off work on both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. She treasured the days she could sleep later than her usual rising time of five o'clock in the morning.


  "Thank you. Come see, come see!" Marvel trilled.


  "You are dancing in your bare feet," Jeanne said sternly. "And you are dancing without your warm robe. You may dance, Marvel, but only if you put on warm clothes."


  "Yes, ma'am," she said, and danced to fetch her stockings and flannel robe. Jeanne, still yawning, got up and stirred the almost-dead coals and began the tedious process of building up a good fire.


  They had planned their entire day. After breakfast they were going to both have hot sponge baths and wash their hair. It took hours for Jeanne's hair to dry, but not Marvel's, and Jeanne had promised to roll it up into little rags so that it would be curly for their outing that evening. The afternoon was taken up with preparing everything for Christmas dinner: roasting a small hen, boiling the giblets for gravy, baking cornbread and chopping up celery and onions for dressing, and chopping walnuts and raisins and dried apples for a mince pie. Jeanne had spent most of her tip money on the costly food.


  When they finished it was time to get dressed for going to the Christmas Regale. Marvel didn't have a new dress, but Jeanne had washed and ironed her best blue wool, and the ruffles on her cotton pinafore were starched and crisp. She had brand-new cotton stockings that she wore under her wool stockings. Jeanne took down Marvel's hair and pulled the top away from her face, and it fell in soft little ringlets to her shoulders.


  Jeanne wore one of her gray skirts and a plain white blouse, and all three of her petticoats, two cotton and one wool. Her hair, now dry, was gleaming darkly, and the curls were rich and springy. She pulled it up to the crown and secured it with four precious hairpins.


  "Is it time to go?" Marvel asked, hopping from one foot to the other.


  Jeanne smiled. "Just about. Here, it's time to put on your new things." For her birthday Jeanne had made Marvel a new mantle, for her old cape was threadbare and too short. The new one had a hood with a gold tassel, and a little capelet about the shoulders. It tied at the neck with a gold ribbon. Jeanne had also spent a lot of money to buy fine cashmere yarn instead of wool, a bright Christmas red color, and had knit Marvel a long head wrap and mittens. Marvel's skin was very delicate, and wool gave her a rash. Because Marvel always worried that Jeanne never got Christmas presents, Jeanne had also bought cheap wool yarn of the same color and had made herself a muffler like Marvel's. After they were completely dressed, they joined hands and looked each other up and down. "We look beautiful," Jeanne said complacently.


  "You do, Mama," Marvel breathed. "But I'm not as pretty as you."


  "Yes you are, darling," Jeanne insisted. "You're much prettier than I was when I was your age. And your new red muffler makes your eyes bright and your cheeks look rosy. Now, before we go, I have a little surprise for you."


  "Really? A Christmas Eve surprise? What is it?"


  Jeanne took down an old wooden box from the mantle and opened it. "There are going to be lots of nice things at the Regale to buy. Here is a dollar. You're going to have to see everything, and then decide what you'll spend your money on."


  "A whole dollar?" Marvel breathed. "And I get to spend it all myself?"


  "That's right," Jeanne said. "You can buy anything that you want. I'll help you with the arithmetic so you'll know what everything costs, and how much of your dollar it will take, and how much you'll have left. If you reach inside your mantle you'll find a little buttoned pocket on the right-hand side. You should put your dollar there. Now, are you ready?"


  "Oh, yes, yes! Can we run?"


  Jeanne laughed. "It's twelve blocks, and I think after a block or two we might end up sitting on the street curb, out of breath. But maybe we can skip a little."


  They skipped down the narrow alley that opened onto Main Street, and Marvel agreed that perhaps they might walk the rest of the way.


  "Everything looks so pretty!" Marvel exclaimed. "I love snow!"


  Jeanne did too. It rarely snowed in Memphis, and when it did it was hardly ever enough to stick. But it had snowed all night, laying down a glittering snow-layer on the city that was about nine inches deep. The day had been bright, with a gleaming lemon-drop sun in a powder-blue sky. It was very cold, but there was no wind, for which Jeanne was grateful. When Marvel was in a cold draft she was prone to get ear infections.


  As they made their way down busy Main Street, the sun drifted down in the west, and a twinkling silver twilight set in. Lamps were lit in the shop windows, cheery people hurried in and out of the stores, buggies and people on horseback thronged the streets. Marvel was positively goggle-eyed, and Jeanne had to hold her hand tightly, for she kept wanting to dart here and there to see wonders in the store displays.


  "The shops will still be open when we come home tonight," Jeanne told her. "You can look at everything then, if you want to."


  By six o'clock they reached Court Square, and a soft, quiet darkness had fallen. But Court Square was lit up like a child's most wondrous dreams. Hundreds of lanterns hung from the naked tree branches, paths had been swept through the snow, and as they entered the park they heard laughing and singing from everywhere. Lots of people were streaming in, and for a moment Jeanne was worried. The population of Memphis right now was about eight thousand, and if even half that many came to the four-block-square park it would be so crowded that they wouldn't be able to move, much less see anything. But then she saw that many volunteer sheriff's deputies, dressed in regular clothing but with stars on their chests, were handling the crowd. They stopped and turned away groups of drunken men, they kicked out the rowdy young boys that were not accompanied by an adult, they turned away all the prostitutes. As Jeanne and Marvel made their way into the square, Jeanne could see that the crowd was made up of respectable people, families and couples and some like her, unaccompanied women who were either widows or had husbands at work, with children.


  "Oh my gunness!" Marvel exclaimed. "Mama, do you see that?"


  "Yes, I do," she answered as they drew nearer to the center of the park. There, a twenty-foot-high Christmas tree had been put up, and it was trimmed with silver and gold tinsel and gold stars. At the top was a great silver star with a candle before it. The other candles on the tree were enclosed in glass boxes with silver and gold trim. A low railing surrounded the tree, and two deputies kept a sharp eye on it, for the decorations were very valuable, but Jeanne and Marvel pressed close. People surrounded it, and oohs and aahs were heard. Marvel was silent, her face upturned. Jeanne looked down at her, with the candlelight and lantern glow giving her normally pale complexion a soft golden glow, and thought that Marvel did look beautiful just then.


  Beyond them the sounds of singing and tantalizing aromas beckoned, and they walked on. Strolling carolers sang, usually finely-dressed couples with songbooks. Groups of people stopped and sang along with them. Jeanne let Marvel lead her, and she went to a group of young couples that were singing "Hark the Herald Angels Sing." Beaming, Marvel sang along in her high piping voice, and Jeanne joined in, her voice a soft, true soprano. From every path the music of Christmas carols drifted, near and far. In the distance Jeanne could hear the cheery jingle of small bells, and wondered where they were coming from.


  Marvel pulled on her hand, leading her to a side path where another group of singers was starting "It Came Upon a Midnight Clear." Jeanne bent down to tell Marvel, "The bandstand and the performers will be up there, and I would imagine there'll be lots of other things to see, too. Would you like to walk up that way?"


  "Okay," she said, and skipped along in the direction Jeanne had pointed. On Jeanne's walk home from work the previous day she had gone one block out of her way to pass Court Square, and she had seen them building a bandstand and putting up tables for vendors in the northwest corner, directly across from the County Courthouse. Now as they neared that corner they began to see the vendors surrounding the bandstand in a wide circle, and Marvel stopped in her tracks. Everywhere they looked was like a Christmas fairyland; each vendor's table had a white tablecloth and was decorated with evergreen branches and holly branches with bright red berries. Golden lanterns shone everywhere, lighting the scene with a festive glow. On the bandstand the St. Paul's Boys Choir, the young scrubbed-face boys dressed in ivory white robes, angelically sang carols and hymns.


  But it was the vendors that were so enticing. Jeanne was delighted to see that there were no loud hawkers here, no butchers with naked geese and turkeys strung up, no monotonously chanting hucksters. Every table was laden with Christmas goods, and each of them looked like part of a glorious Christmas feast. The fruitseller had piles of oranges, lemons, limes, grapefruits, pears, and red and green apples. The confectioner's table had six great silver cornucopias holding sugarplums, butterscotch drops, coconut caramels, peppermint sticks, candied almonds, and chocolate bonbons. From the baker's table came a delicious scent on the sharp air of gingerbread men and sugar cookies. Next to that was the punch table, with spiced cider, eggnog, wassail, hot buttered rum, and cocoa, all warmed in great silver bowls over candles.


  Marvel tried so hard to look in all directions at once that she became dismayed. Jeanne said, "I think that if we start over there, and work our way around past the bandstand and back here, we'll see everything."


  "Ooh, and then I can decide what to spend my dollar on," Marvel said with relief.


  They began walking around to each table, with Marvel staring with her great smudges of dark eyes at every single thing. The vendors, Jeanne noticed, were not the usual tradesmen, for they were dressed in fine clothing and were very well-spoken. Jeanne decided that they must be members of the City Council and their families. Each one of them smiled at the children and said, "Merry Christmas," to everyone passing by.


  As they neared the corner of Court Street and Main Street, where the bandstand was, Jeanne finally saw where the jingling bells were coming from. They were sleigh bells. One of the council members had a great golden sleigh, and the City Council had hired men that morning to pile snow all along the four streets bordering the park. A cheerful man with red cheeks drove the sleigh, and the horse had small silver bells on his harness and bridle. Jeanne had never seen a sleigh, or heard sleigh bells before, and she was enchanted. Marvel was looking up at her, puzzled, and Jeanne picked her up. She was so small that Jeanne could easily hold her. "Is that really a sleigh?" she asked in wonder.


  "It certainly is."


  "How much do you think it would cost to ride in it?" Marvel asked. Several people were waiting at the corner for a ride around the four blocks of the square. Even as they watched, the driver cracked the whip just over the horse's back, and the sleigh began to glide along, bells merrily jingling.


  "Would you like to go see how much?" Jeanne asked, and Marvel nodded. They made their way past the vendors and when they came to the little knot of people they saw a handlettered sign: Sleigh Ride 25¢. Jeanne explained a "quarter" to Marvel, and she nodded thoughtfully.


  They went back and continued walking slowly along, looking at all of the Christmas wares. It took them more than half an hour to work their way around to the spot where they had begun.


  "I don't suppose you saw anything you liked," Jeanne teased.


  "Oh, Mama! You know I saw lots and lots of things I like," Marvel said. "It's so hard to know what to buy! I want some of everything!"


  "Then it's a good thing you can't afford it, because you'd probably be a very sick little girl."


  "I know," Marvel said with adult practicality. "I'll never forget that time, with the chocolate." She fell silent, her eyes roving over the tables. "And so if you get something to drink, you have to stand there and drink it, don't you? Because you have to return the cups. Maybe we could have some hot cider, and maybe one sweet and a gingerbread man, just before we go home?"


  "That would be nice. And, Marvel, I want to tell you, you aren't to spend your money buying anything for me. I have money, too, so I'll buy my own cider and sweets."


  Marvel brightened. "And the sleigh ride?"


  "I'll pay my own twenty-five cents, and you will pay yours, and you'll still have seventy-five cents left."


  "Oh, let's do that. All right, Mama?"


  "I would love to!" Jeanne said happily.


  They went back to the corner and had to wait for two couples ahead of them. Finally it was their turn and Jeanne and Marvel climbed up into the sleigh, which had a royal purple velvet-padded seat. The driver turned around and said, "And a very Happy Christmas to you two lovely ladies. Are you ready? Let's go, then!" He turned, snapped his whip, made a clicking noise, and said, "Whup, go along there, Solomon!" The sounds of creaking leather, sweet bells, and snow swishing along the runners of the sleigh filled Jeanne and Marvel with delight. The driver started humming "Deck the Halls" and they joined in, singing softly.


  It was over far too soon, but Jeanne and Marvel agreed that it had been well worth the money. "I believe the performances are going to start in just a few minutes," Jeanne told Marvel. "Did you want anything to eat or drink before then?"


  "No, but there is something I want," she said slyly. "If I buy one, will you buy one?"


  "What?"


  "Come on, I'll show you." Marvel pulled her by the hand to a small table that had bunches of holly piled on it. A sweet-faced young woman attended the table, which was fairly busy. Many gentlemen were buying sprigs of holly to put in their buttonholes or in their hatbands, and the ladies were pinning them to their corsages or trimming their bonnets with them. Marvel walked up to the table, pointed, and said, "May I have that, Mama?"


  She was pointing to a small wreath made of green ivy with sprigs of holly trimming it. With surprise, Jeanne now saw that the young woman was wearing a like wreath on her head, trimmed with red ribbons. She looked around and saw many children wearing the wreaths, and with dismay she thought that no adults were wearing them. But then, here and there, she saw smiling young women who had removed their bonnets and were crowned with the colorful garlands.


  "Yes, of course you may have one, if you like," she said hesitantly to Marvel.


  "But will you have one, Mama?" she asked. "Please? Oh, you'd look so pretty!"


  "But . . . I . . ." Jeanne's voice faded away as she saw her daughter's imploring face. Jeanne could hardly think of herself wearing such a thing. It was whimsical, and showy, and she was neither of those things. She dressed dully, kept her hair severely pulled up, her eyes modestly downcast. She might have a type of prettiness, but in her mind Jeanne saw herself as a simple, plain woman. But Marvel looked so hopeful. "All right," she said reluctantly. "I suppose we'll look very festive." She pushed back her hood and unwound the crimson muffler from around her head, and Marvel did the same.


  The young lady rose to place the wreaths on their heads. "I think you will both look very lovely," she said. "You, madam, have glorious hair. Here, I'll be very careful, so the holly won't stick you . . ."


  Jeanne thought anxiously, Now there is Marvel with a bare head, and it's so awfully cold . . . the tip of her nose is as red as her muffler, and soon her ears will be, too . . . But then Jeanne chided herself, Just stop worrying so much, and let go and have fun! This is for Marvel, and if she catches a chill, well, I'll just deal with it as I always have! She went down on one knee and shifted Marvel's holly wreath a bit, then puffed up her curls and tied her muffler close around her neck. "You look like a mischievous little Christmas elf," she said.


  Happily, Marvel said, "And you look like a Christmas queen with a holly crown."


  Just then there was a clamor from the bandstand, for the boy's choir was leaving, laughing and shouting as they clattered down the steps of the stage. Then two stout men came up the steps, carrying what looked like a large wooden box. They set it down in the exact center of the stage and pulled open the two-sided front of the box to reveal a clever puppet theater.


  "This is the puppet show, darling, of "A Visit from St. Nicholas." Do you want to get in close?"


  "Oh, yes, ma'am!" she said excitedly. Now Jeanne took her hand and pulled her along, threading through the crowds until they were right up against the stage. There were long benches in front of the stage for dignitaries and important personages, but now the adults let the children line up around the stage in front of them. Jeanne got Marvel situated and then slipped back several steps so she wouldn't be standing in front of the children. A top-hatted man mounted the stage and in a warm, pleasant voice began, "'Twas the night before Christmas, and all through the house . . ."
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  CLINT BREATHED ON HIS wool-gloved hands and stamped to send some blood into his frozen feet. He was waiting on the courthouse steps for Eve Maxfield.


  Finally he saw her carriage, and smartly the driver pulled up to the steps. Clint went and opened the door to hand Eve down. In a delicate cloud of flowery scent she alighted, and for a few moments Clint was bemused. She wore deep holly-green velvet and a velvet cape trimmed with that most royal of furs, ermine, a silvery-white with the signature black spots, which was the end of the white ermine's tail and the only color on them. Her hands were buried in a large ermine muff, and instead of a bonnet with the deep brim hiding the face, she wore a hat with a close-fitting leather crown and a wide band of ermine that framed her face. She looked magnificent. "Wow," he said gutturally. "Wow."


  She smiled placidly. "Thank you. Please hurry, Clint. It is absolutely frigid out here." She led the way into the courthouse, followed by Clint and Eve's maid, a stolid, rather dour black girl named Beattie. Eve went past the grand staircase to a hallway behind, and walked into an office with an elaborate brass nameplate by the side of the door that read: Judge Eugene Poynter, Esquire.


  Clint followed her in and looked around the room curiously. He had never been in a judge's office. It was large, and on every wall were books from floor to ceiling. An enormous expanse of a mahogany desk was in front of a double window that looked out onto Court Street. Along one wall was a five-foot-high fireplace, and a great fire roared and snapped. Just to one side of the fireplace was Eve's harp.


  "Oh, no, no!" she said angrily. "Look where those idiots put my harp! Right by the fire! Hurry, Clint, come and move it right now."


  Obediently, he snatched off the purple velvet cover, lifted it, and gently placed it away from the fire in front of the judge's desk. Her dark eyes stormy, Eve took off her gloves and practically threw them and her muff to her maid. Then she strummed the strings of the harp and groaned, and Clint winced. "It sounds like a cheap Irish fiddle," Eve fumed.


  "Yeah, it's definitely sour," Clint agreed. "But you've got time to tune it, Eve. They haven't even started the puppet show yet."


  Eve retorted, "I have time to tune it! Whatever makes you think I tune my own harp? Mr. Lilley does it for me. We'll have to find him."


  "You know he's working with the boy's choir and the Choristers," Clint said. "Besides, how hard can it be? I've seen you tune a string or two when they went flat during rehearsal."


  "Tuning one slightly flat string is very different from tuning the entire harp! I can't do it!"


  Clint moved to take her hands. "You can do it, Eve. C'mon, I'll help you."


  She stared up at him. His eyes were intent on her face, and a slight smile played on his lips. "Yes, I can do this," she said softly. Turning, she ordered, "Beattie, wait outside." The maid silently disappeared, closing the door behind her. "I certainly don't want anyone seeing me fumbling around doing this," she grumbled.


  "Except me," Clint said cheerfully. "You won't fumble around."


  Eve moved around to the back of the harp, where the tuning pins were. She had told Clint that once Mr. Lilley had been standing in front of the harp, reaching over to the tuning pins, and he had tuned one wire much too sharply. It had snapped and whipped out, leaving a thin red streak on his jaw. After that he had always stood behind to tune, and Eve had no intention of standing in front and having a wire mark her face or put her eye out. She touched the pin for middle C and plucked it.


  "No, no, it's—aaaahhhhh," he sang a long note, and Eve tuned to it.


  She went up an octave, found the correct peg, and plucked the string, turning the pin slightly to raise the tone. Frowning, she plucked the string again and again.


  "You're plucking the wrong string, Eve," Clint said with a hint of impatience. "That's the D string."


  Petulantly, Eve said, "I can't help it, it's all backwards. And I can't possibly reach over to pluck from the front, where it makes sense."


  "Then just—oh, here, let me," Clint said, and went around to the back of the harp. He put his fingers on the correct tuning pin, then reached and plucked the correct string. Eve had not moved; he stood behind her, reaching around her to finger the harp strings. He seemed to have forgotten she was there. She stayed very still as he tuned, expertly and quickly. After a while she stole a look at his face; it was drawn up in fierce concentration, his eyes a dark midnight blue. With very small slow movements she moved back until she was against him, and she could feel his breath on her cheek.


  "I didn't know you could tune a harp," she said softly.


  "Neither did I. 'Course, you're not making it very easy on me. Kinda hard to concentrate. That perfume you're wearing is hypnotic." Still, he efficiently plucked strings, played chords, tried octaves.


  "I wish I could hypnotize you, Clint," she said. "Then I could make you do whatever I wanted."


  "Mmm-hmm," he said absently.


  She decided to wait until he had finished, and it didn't take him long. He brushed the strings, and the familiar web of notes filled the air in the room. "Now try it," he said with satisfaction.


  She turned and put her arms around his neck. "In a minute," she whispered. Then she pulled his head down and kissed him passionately. Clint responded with heat, for he was a full-blooded man and she was voluptuous. His hands went around her waist and he pulled her close to him. She moved to whisper, "My parents are going to a friend's plantation next week for a New Year's celebration. Will you come visit me, Clint?"


  "Never say no to a lady," he said, and kissed her again.


  They were still kissing when the door opened and Choirmaster Lilley popped in. "Ah—er—ah—" he said, blushing a fiery red.


  Neither Eve nor Clint blushed. They merely let go of each other and turned to the poor little man. "Yes, we're ready, Choirmaster," Clint said with a devilish glint in his eye. "As you can see, we're already warmed up."


  Without a word, Mr. Lilley whirled and almost ran out the door.


  Eve said, "You're wicked."


  Clint said, "Madam, you would know."


  


  CHAPTER FOUR
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  The Christmas puppet show was wonderful, and when it was over the children shouted, "More! More! Again, again!" but the puppeteers took their bow, men came to remove the theater, and the narrator made his bow and left the stage. The children rejoined their parents, and the City Council members, judges, dignitaries, notables, and wealthy planters and their families all filed into the front of the stage to take their seats on the benches that had been brought out from the courtroom.


  Marvel came running back to Jeanne, her eyes shining. "What's next, Mama?"


  "The Calvary Choristers are going to sing for us, and it's my understanding that they are very good, as good as a professional opera troupe," Jeanne said, taking her hand. "Would you like to go get close to the stage, over on the side there by the stairs?" Of course no one could stand at the front of the stage and block the view of the important persons seated on the benches.


  Ruefully, Marvel looked at the wide empty front expanse of the bandstand. "Angus says that we call them 'swells.' He wouldn't tell me what they call us."


  "Angus O'Dwyer is ten years old and he doesn't know everything," Jeanne said dryly. Taking Marvel's hand she said, "Come with me. I'll get us close to the stage and hold you up so you can see."


  The bandstand floor was four feet high, which was about ten inches over Marvel's head. Jeanne wormed her way through the gathering crowd until she had a spot right at the corner, with only three people in front of her. She hoisted Marvel up to rest on her hip, just as she had done when she was a toddler.


  The Choristers were coming onto the stage, beautifully dressed women in wide hoop skirts and frilly bonnets, and men in fancy double-breasted topcoats with brass buttons and beaver top hats. Behind them came three violinists, and Jeanne was a little surprised to see that they were dressed in workingmen's rough clothing. Last was a little doll-like girl with golden curls, dressed in maroon velvet and carrying a flute. She took a seat on one of the four chairs for the instrumentalists and her feet didn't touch the ground. The violinists strummed a few strings, the little girl made a couple of experimental notes. Then the choirmaster in a white surplice came to stand in front of the group.


  He held up his slender baton for long moments, and then at his signal the choir started singing "It Came Upon a Midnight Clear." After a few bars Jeanne and Marvel exchanged satisfied looks. The Calvary Choristers were indeed good musicians, the men's voices deep and sure, the women's clear and clean. Even the three violinists, who looked as if they would be more at home fiddling a romp in a saloon, played well. The sweet notes of the flute were perfect.


  When they were on the next-to-last stanza of the song, Marvel and then Jeanne were momentarily distracted by a small stir at the steps. They couldn't see exactly, but people moved away from the steps, murmuring slightly. Then the hymn ended, and a man walked up the steps carrying a great purple-clad triangular-looking thing, bearing it easily aloft as if it were a standard. Behind him came a proud-looking lady sumptuously dressed in velvet and furs, and her maid followed behind, her head down. The crowd murmured in low tones, and Jeanne heard someone say, "It's a harp."


  The man set the harp down and began to untie the gold satin ties that held the fabric to the harp's shape. Jeanne studied him curiously. He was a muscular man, with dark flashing eyes and rugged features. He wore a shabby but clean brown wool jacket, canvas duck trousers, and sturdy brogans. Instead of a hat he wore a dark flat cap. At first glance, from his dark features, he seemed a looming, brooding man, but he wore a cheerful bright red muffler with a big sprig of holly tucked into it, and when he looked up at the lady he smiled, and looked warm and pleasant. She stood watching behind, like a distant queen, her hands tucked into her opulent white fur muff.


  The man stood and pulled the velvet casing off, and it was a grand concert harp, the pillar almost six feet tall and covered with gold leaf. The pillar was topped with an elaborate golden crown. He knelt to check the pedals, and for the briefest moment he glanced around the crowd. When he saw Marvel, his eyes crinkled a little at the corners, and he winked at her. Marvel's eyes widened and then she giggled. Now the man looked straight into Jeanne's eyes. She met his gaze squarely, but then grew a little uncomfortable and felt herself blushing. But she didn't turn away from him. For some odd reason, she felt drawn to him. But he gave her a quick nod, then looked down at his task.


  "He winked at me, did you see?" Marvel whispered to her, for the crowd was waiting and watching quietly, with only low murmured words.


  "I did see. I'm sure it's because he thinks you're the prettiest girl here," Jeanne whispered back.


  "Do you think he's married to that beautiful lady?"


  Jeanne almost laughed aloud. "No, darling, they aren't married. I think he's probably just carrying her harp."


  "But—" Marvel started to say, but just then the man stood and retrieved a small padded stool from someone at the foot of the steps that was holding it up. He placed it behind the harp's pillar, then turned to the grand lady. Slowly she took her hands out of her muff, handed it to her maid, took off her gloves and handed them, then raised her arms to pull the ermine cape back off her shoulders. Taking the man's hand, she delicately took a seat on the stool and pulled the harp to rest on her shoulder.


  The man turned, walked to the center of the stage where he stood alone, took off his cap and held it with both hands in front of him, then turned and nodded to the lady. Soft haunting harp music wafted delicately on the still air, and the man began to sing.


  
    Ave Maria! Gratia plena

    Maria Gratia plena . . .
  


  At the first sound of his voice, Jeanne, and many others she was sure, took a sharp indrawn breath. She felt Marvel gasp. His voice was resounding, rich, and powerful. It rolled over them, and they forgot the cold. He sang into a profoundly reverent silence.


  Jeanne didn't understand the ancient Latin words, but it made no difference. Whoever or whatever this man was, his voice was a gift from God. The sweet strands of the harp were his angels' accompaniment. The tenor notes soared, then became fathomless depths, and then the last "Ave Maria" was held so long and with such unwavering strength that now Jeanne almost forgot to breathe. A few last whispers from the harp, and the song was done.


  Heavy silence reigned in Court Square for long moments, and the man bowed his head. Then the applause began, and men's hoarse shouts of "Bravo! Bravo!"


  Marvel turned and in the cacophony Jeanne could not hear her but saw her mouth, "Gunness!"


  Jeanne nodded. "Gunness, indeed!"
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  "MAMA, WHAT IS THAT?" Marvel asked with wonder.


  Jeanne looked at the vendor's table, where she had seen big round balls of Christmas puddings wrapped up in muslin. But now that the entertainment was over and everyone was making their final purchases, the smiling matron attending the table had unwrapped a pudding. She placed a sprig of holly on the top, poured brandy all around it, and then lit it. Now the sumptuous thick ball glowed with a ghostly blue light. "That's a Christmas pudding, darling one. It takes several days to make, and you eat it at the end of Christmas dinner."


  Marvel started to say something, but her eyes focused up beyond Jeanne's shoulder and her eyebrows raised. Jeanne turned, and to her surprise, she saw George Masters bowing low. She had forgotten that he'd said he would see her at the Regale. In fact, she had dismissed it as mere politeness.


  "Mr. Masters, good evening," she said.


  "Good evening, ma'am," he said. "I am so happy that I finally found you, Je—ma'am."


  Jeanne smiled a little at his discomfort. It was an odd situation; at work all of the maids were called by their given names, but in polite company it was considered boorish for a gentleman to call a lady by her first name. "I am happy to see you too, Mr. Masters," she said warmly. "May I introduce to you my daughter, Miss Marvel Bettencourt. Marvel, this is Mr. George Masters."


  Marvel made a neat little curtsey and peered up at him. "Mr. Masters? We prayed for you the other night. Well, we didn't really pray for you but we prayed about you because you gave my mama some money. That was you, wasn't it?"


  Master's firm features were ludicrously twisted with confusion after this speech, and he stuttered, "Um—ah—yes, Miss Marvel, I suppose it might have been me. Uh—Miss—that is, it is Mrs. Bettencourt, I'm sure—isn't it? Of course it is! It's just that I saw you, and I thought that she was your sister."


  Far from being discomposed at all this, Jeanne was amused. "No, she is my daughter, Mr. Masters. I am widowed."


  "Angus says that men always think Mama's my sister," Marvel told Masters disdainfully.


  "Angus?" he blurted out.


  "Angus O'Dwyer, ten years old, man of the world," Jeanne told him.


  Masters stared blankly at Marvel, then asked Jeanne, "And how old is she?"


  "She takes after me, I suppose," Jeanne answered lightly. "She looks younger than she really is, at heart."


  "I'm six years old now," she told Masters proudly. "I'm going to school in March. Mr. Masters, have you ever eaten a Christmas pudding that's been on fire?"


  "Have I—well, yes. That is, not an entire pudding, but a portion, yes, I have." He glanced up at the table, where several people had now gathered and were purchasing their puddings. "They're really very good, Miss Marvel."


  Marvel transferred her steady gaze to Jeanne, who said encouragingly, "You may buy one if you wish, Marvel."


  Marvel skipped over to the table, and they heard her reedy high voice ask, "May I see that one, please?"


  Masters smiled at Jeanne. "She's an intriguing lady, like her mother."


  "Thank you, sir," Jeanne said, nervously raising her hand to touch the holly and ivy garland. She felt very self-conscious wearing it.


  He studied her gravely. "And may I compliment you on your holly and ivy, Mrs. Bettencourt. It suits you particularly well. I've never seen your hair before, it's lovely." He held out his arm. "Would you allow me to walk you around the displays? They have some fine wares here."


  Jeanne lightly rested her hand in his arm and they walked slowly toward the table where Marvel was still considering all the puddings. "You may, because for the third time tonight we are going to each and every table to peruse each and every item on it. I gave Marvel some money, you see, and told her she was responsible for choosing how to spend it. She's a most careful shopper."


  "I see," he said gravely. "Then I suppose it wouldn't be quite the thing for me to offer to buy you ladies some Christmas gifts."


  Jeanne replied sharply, "No, sir, that would not be quite the thing, for many reasons."


  Instead of being taken aback, George Masters looked pleased. "Thought not," he said under his breath. Marvel ran to them then, holding the wrapped pudding in both hands. "This is the fattest one," she said. "I looked at all of them. Now—" she looked uncertainly toward the fruit vendor, and seemed confused what to do with her bulky burden.


  Masters made a small bow and said, "Miss Marvel, may I carry your pudding for you?"


  "You wouldn't mind?" she asked.


  "Not at all, it would be my honor." She handed it to him, and he continued walking with Jeanne, following Marvel. It should have been funny, Jeanne thought, but he was a man of dignity, tall, with a proud posture, and somehow he didn't look silly cradling the muslin ball.


  He looked down at her, saw her perusal, and smiled a little. "I don't feel a bit awkward. I've seen men carrying bigger and more ludicrous packages, following their ladies. And at the rate Miss Marvel is going, I think I may be carrying other things before the night is ended. Would that be all right with you, Mrs. Bettencourt? May I escort you and Miss Marvel this evening?"


  "Why—yes, I suppose so, Mr. Masters," Jeanne said, a little perplexed. She had thought that he would say a kind word or two to her and Marvel and then return to his friends.


  He continued quietly, "For a long time now I've been hoping that we might meet on a social basis. It would never have done for me to have asked to see you while you were working. But tonight is different."


  "But it's not," Jeanne said abruptly. "We are far from meeting on a social basis, Mr. Masters. At least, on an equal social basis. And there is nothing different about tonight. I am still a chambermaid, and you are still—"


  Curiously, he asked her, "Yes? I'm a what?"


  "A—a swell," she finished defiantly.


  He stared at her, and she stared back at him, and then suddenly Jeanne giggled and George Masters chuckled. "I'm so sorry, Mr. Masters," Jeanne finally said. "I'm afraid that came out all wrong. I'm the one who sounded like the worst snob, only in reverse."


  "You're right," he agreed lightly, "but I forgive you."


  They followed Marvel around, talking about the foods and decorations and the Choristers' performance, until Marvel had made all of her purchases. George Masters ended up carrying a Christmas pudding, two oranges, a gingerbread man, and a handful of butterscotch drops.


  "Mrs. Bettencourt, please allow me to buy you ladies a hot drink," he pleaded. "I'm cold, and I know you must be, and I should very much like to shift all of Miss Marvel's purchases so that I'm carrying them more carefully."


  Jeanne said evenly, "I believe it's time for us to go home, Mr. Masters. You've been very kind, and I will take Marvel's purchases now."


  "But I hoped you would allow me to escort you home, Mrs. Bettencourt. It's the least you can do to oblige me, you know, after calling me a swell," he said insistently.


  Marvel was listening carefully to the conversation, her curious gaze fixing on Masters and her mother as they spoke. Now she announced, "We live in the Pinch, Mr. Masters. It's a long way."


  "Marvel, I must remind you about speaking out of turn," Jeanne said more sharply than she intended. Marvel's face fell and Jeanne added gently, "It's all right, darling, it's just that there's no need for Mr. Masters to walk us all the way home. He is here with a group of friends, and I'm sure he has other plans for the evening."


  "I'm sorry," Marvel said, both to her mother and to Masters.


  After a cautious glance at Jeanne, he said gallantly, "Miss Marvel, I think you'll learn very soon that pretty ladies need never apologize to gentlemen. Mrs. Bettencourt, my plans for the evening are to return to my lonely room at the Gayoso House Hotel. You would really be granting me a favor if you'd stay a little longer and raise a glass of wassail with me. Then, when you're ready, I'd be happy to take you home in a carriage that a friend has placed at my disposal."


  Jeanne was very reluctant, for to her the situation was absurd. Their shanty wasn't even on a street, it was bordered only by alleys. For her and Marvel to be driving up in a fine carriage, with a fine gentleman, and they in their shabby gray woolens, seemed a silly satire.


  But then she saw Marvel's upturned face, her pleading expression and hope-filled eyes, and she relented. "Thank you, Mr. Masters, that would be very kind of you."


  He smiled. "On the contrary, Mrs. Bettencourt, it would be my pleasure."


  They went to the punch table, where Jeanne and Marvel decided on hot spiced cider, while Masters had a cup of steaming wassail. He knew the couple attending the table, and said, "Look here, Darnley, Miss Marvel has several valuable purchases here and I'm having a hard time carrying them properly. Would you have a bag or something back there we could use?"


  After much discussion, it was decided that Marvel's treasures could be made into a parcel with a big square of brown paper, and they went to sit on the benches and arrange everything properly. Then Marvel decided that the gingerbread man might get crushed, and she wanted to carry it. But Master's gallantry was such that he went and snagged a piece of muslin from the Christmas pudding lady, wrapped it up, and stuck it in his pocket. They all sat down on the now-empty benches to finish their drinks.


  "You're a very resourceful man, Mr. Masters," Jeanne said lightly.


  "Nothing is too much trouble to make beautiful ladies happy," he said. "Now, I see that you've finished your cider. Would you like more, or perhaps something else? The Courtier is staying open until midnight. It would give me very great pleasure if you would join me for a late supper."


  Jeanne looked at him incredulously. The Courtier was a lavish, very expensive restaurant on Court Square. Did he really think that she and Marvel would dare go into that restaurant, dressed as they were? It was all very well for him. He was wearing the usual outfit for wealthy men, a fine worsted topcoat, black frock coat and satin vest, and a top hat. She and Marvel looked like his scullery maids. What was he thinking?


  Then she saw Marvel yawn hugely and blink heavily as she stared down into her silver cup of cider. "I appreciate your offer, Mr. Masters, but as you can see my daughter is practically asleep already. It's very late, it's time we went home."


  He looked disappointed, but he merely bowed slightly and said, "Then please wait right here, Mrs. Bettencourt. I'll go get the carriage, and I'll be back very shortly."


  She watched him walk toward Court Street, with his confident slow stride and straight back and shoulders. What was all this about? In other men she had met at the Gayoso, she would have been very suspicious, thinking that they were just trying to seduce her. But she had never gotten that uncomfortable feeling from George Masters. The only thing she had ever observed in passing about him was that he seemed a little too kind and solicitous to what was, after all, merely a servant. Perhaps that was it; he was just a kind man who was charitable at Christmastime.


  Beside her, Marvel finally surrendered and fell against Jeanne's shoulder, sound asleep. Jeanne took the empty cup out of her limp hand and put her arms around her. In minutes George Masters returned, smiling a little as he saw them. "The carriage is just over there. May I carry her?"


  "No, no, thank you," Jeanne said hastily. "I'm accustomed to it." She stood up and pulled Marvel up with her, as lightly as if she were a rag doll. Marvel never woke up.


  A barouche box was waiting for them, with a driver in a gray top hat and many-caped driving coat. Masters helped Jeanne get Marvel inside and get Jeanne seated, then asked, "How do I direct the driver?"


  "Tell him to go up to the intersection of Main Street and Overton," Jeanne said. "That will be fine."


  Masters instructed the driver, then climbed in to sit across from Jeanne and Marvel. When the coach started, Marvel stirred, then woke up. "Mama, you were going to let me sleep? When we're riding in a carriage?"


  "I don't know what I was thinking," Jeanne said. "But now you're awake. And apparently," she added with a knowing look at Masters, "Mr. Masters has told the driver to go slowly, so that you can see everything." They were going as slowly as the horse could possibly walk. Masters looked slightly bemused.


  Though it was after ten o'clock, most of the shops on Main Street were still open and doing a merry business. The strolling carolers had moved from Court Square to the business section, the snow was still glistening and pretty, the night was cold but clear, the air sharp and bracing. Marvel turned to sit on her knees so she could see out the window better.


  George Masters seemed to be struggling to find words. His eyes kept going to Marvel, then back to Jeanne. "Um, Mrs. Bettencourt, I can't tell you how very much I've enjoyed your company this evening. And Miss Marvel's, of course."


  "And we have enjoyed yours, Mr. Masters," Jeanne said politely.


  "No, I mean I have truly enjoyed our time together," he said insistently. "And I would like—that is, I hope—if you would be so kind—I mean—"


  Marvel suddenly sat up stiffly and said, "Mama, look! There's the Singing Man! Right there, walking with those other men! Hello, hello!" she called loudly.


  "Marvel, please," Jeanne said, flustered. "Don't shout. Ladies never call out to men. Especially men they don't know."


  "But he winked at me," Marvel said in a small voice. "He would know me again if he saw me, I know." She came up to a kneeling position, put her mittened hands against the windows, and stared out. She thought she saw the tall dark man look at her and smile.


  "No, he wouldn't. And don't wave." Jeanne said to Masters, "I apologize, sir. Marvel was very taken with the tenor soloist with the Calvary Choristers."


  "He's good enough for the stage," Masters agreed. "His rendition of 'Ave Maria' and 'O Holy Night,' with only the harpist's accompaniment, was very powerful. It sort of overshadowed the rest of the performance, I thought."


  "I thought the same," Jeanne exclaimed. "The Choristers, as a choir, are the best I've ever heard, but the man was outstanding. And the lady harpist was very proficient, and a fine soprano herself."


  "And so beautiful," Marvel sighed. "She looked like a queen."


  With amusement Masters said, "I'll have to tell her that you said that, Miss Marvel. She'll be pleased."


  Marvel turned to him. "You know her, that lady?"


  "I am acquainted with her, yes. Her name is Mrs. Eve Poynter Maxfield. Her father is a judge here in Memphis." He faltered a little as he saw the stiff expression on Jeanne's face. "My family has known the Poynter family for many years."


  And here it is, the name dropping, Jeanne was thinking. She turned to look neutrally out the window. An awkward silence prevailed.


  But Marvel didn't know it was an awkward silence, and she told Masters, "My mama and I said that when the Singing Man sang "Ave Maria," it made us both forget how cold it is." She said it all together, "avaymaria."


  "It is cold," Masters said with emphasis, his eyes on Jeanne's profile. "May I ask you ladies what part of the Regale you enjoyed the most?"


  Marvel readily answered, "The puppet show. And the Singing Man. And the huge Christmas tree. And the oranges. And the sleigh ride, I almost forgot! But this is just as nice, in the carriage." She turned back to stare out the window again.


  "Mrs. Bettencourt?" Masters said quietly. "I hope you, too, are finding the carriage ride as nice as the sleigh ride."


  Jeanne answered, "I admit it is very pleasant, riding home in such a fine carriage. I'm sure Marvel and I will always remember it."


  "But you don't have to remember it," Masters blurted out. "No, that's not what I meant. What I mean is, it doesn't have to be the only time. We can do it again. We can ride in carriages a lot."


  "I suppose you can," Jeanne said quietly. "But Marvel and I don't have many carriages at our disposal."


  He looked extremely frustrated, and started to reply, but just then the carriage came to a stop. Jeanne looked out the window and saw the tawdry little shacks of the Pinch. "Here we are, darling," she said brightly to Marvel.


  George Masters opened the door, kicked down the steps, and handed Jeanne and Marvel down, looking around with his eyes narrowed. "Is that your house, Mrs. Bettencourt?" he asked warily, nodding to a weather-beaten clapboard cottage directly on the corner of Main and Overton.


  "No, we live a little farther on," Jeanne said vaguely. She took Marvel's hand and held out her right hand to Masters. "Thank you very much for such a wonderful evening, Mr. Masters. It was so kind of you."


  Quickly he took her hand, bent over it, then clasped it in both of his own. "I assure you, Mrs. Bettencourt, the pleasure was all mine, and a great pleasure it has been. But please, you must allow me to walk you to your door."


  Jeanne gently pulled her hand free. "No, that's not at all necessary. Would you hand me Marvel's parcel please?"


  "And my gingerbread man, please, from your pocket," Marvel added.


  But George Masters ignored her and frowned at Jeanne. "Ma'am, I'm afraid I must insist. I am not at all comfortable with leaving you on the street like this, in this place."


  Jeanne said evenly, "Mr. Masters, I walk to work every day from this street, and I walk home every night to this neighborhood. This is my home. I appreciate your consideration, but surely you must see that it's misplaced."


  "No, I don't see that at all," he said quietly. "But I don't wish to upset you, ma'am, of all things. Here is your package, and Miss Marvel, here is your gingerbread man. I hope that you both will have a very merry and happy Christmas. Thank you so much for allowing me to share in your Christmas Eve."


  Marvel curtseyed and said formally, "Thank you, Mr. Masters, for taking such good care of me and my mama. You're a really nice man."


  Now Jeanne was feeling perfectly horrible, so she mustered the warmest smile she could and said, "Mr. Masters, you have truly made our Christmas Eve a wonderful time, and I thank you. Merry Christmas to you and yours, and good night."


  She and Marvel turned and walked in silence. Jeanne was very aware that he stood watching them until they went down the block and disappeared into the alley toward their house. Marvel sighed deeply and said, "See, Mama, I told you. You just don't like men."


  And again Jeanne wondered if she was right.
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  THEY AWOKE TO THE sound of church bells, for all churches had services or mass on Christmas Day. Immediately Marvel ran to the tree, for there were two packages for her, wrapped in plain brown paper and decorated with small felt white and red stars. "Mama, may I open them now?"


  "Mmph, just a minute," Jeanne said sleepily. "My eyes aren't even open yet."


  "Okay," she said, then went to stand on tiptoe to look out the window. A cheerful golden sun in a periwinkle-blue sky shone down on the snow blanket, making it glitter as if it were strewn with diamonds. It was still bitterly cold, but there was no wind. It was peaceful.


  "Why don't you go ahead and light the candles on the tree while I make us some tea?" Jeanne said, tending the fire. "And then you can open your gifts."


  "But Mama, we have to wear our holly crowns!" she said excitedly.


  "All right, we will," Jeanne said. She had put them in a bucket of water to keep them from wilting, and she went to take them out and dry them on a rag.


  Marvel stood on an upturned bucket to light the candles with long thin pine sticks. Then they put on their garlands, got their tea, and settled onto their mattress. Jeanne said, "Open this one first."


  It was not one but two long-sleeved chemises that Jeanne had made for Marvel from the Gayoso pillow slips. "Oh, thank you, Mama. They are so soft! May I wear one to church?"


  "Well, if you wear a dress over it," Jeanne said. "Go ahead, darling, open the other."


  It was a real, store-bought, German-made lady china doll. She had a glazed porcelain head with molded hair painted black, wooden limbs padded with kid, little porcelain hands, and painted blue eyes and a small red cupid mouth. Her full-skirted white dress was made of embroidered eyelet trimmed with delicate lace. For long moments Marvel was speechless, her dark eyes as round as buttons.


  "Oh my gunness!" she breathed. "She's beautiful! Thank you, thank you, Mama!"


  "You're very welcome, Marvel," Jeanne said happily. "She is very pretty, isn't she? Just like you. What are you going to name her?" Jeanne had made Marvel a rag doll, and because Marvel fancied the name of the owner of Gayoso House, Robertson Topp, she had named her doll Mrs. Topp. She had always been very insistent that Jeanne call the doll by her name.


  Now Marvel frowned with concentration. "I think," she said slowly, "I'll name her Avaymaria."


  "Avaymaria?" Jeanne repeated with amusement. "That's a nice name for a grand lady."


  Marvel touched the doll's head, smoothed her hair, felt of the dress. "Mama, did you know the words to that song?"


  "No, darling, it was in Latin. I do know that it's actually two words: Ave Maria, and that means Hail, Mary."


  "Mary, Jesus' mother?"


  "That's right."


  Marvel nodded, her eyes still on the doll. "Why did you say that the Singing Man couldn't be married to the Harp Lady?"


  Jeanne explained, "I could tell by their clothes that the lady was rich and the man was poor. Rich people don't marry poor people."


  "Ever?"


  Jeanne hesitated. She always tried to tell Marvel the exact truth, as much as she could comprehend. "I suppose that it does happen sometimes, but not very often. Rich people just usually don't want to marry someone that is poor, because they think that the poor person just wants to marry them for their money."


  Marvel digested this for a few moments, then asked, "Is Mr. Masters rich?"


  "I think so. Yes, I know he is."


  Now Marvel looked up to meet Jeanne's eyes squarely. "So you don't like him because we're poor and he's rich?"


  Flustered, Jeanne said, "No, that's not why—I mean, I guess I didn't explain it properly. I think—that is, Mr. Masters thinks—oh, never mind, Marvel. This is something about adults that you're not old enough to understand yet. And besides, we were talking about rich people and poor people getting married, and that has nothing to do with me and Mr. Masters. In fact, you need to just forget about Mr. Masters, and the Singing Man, too, because you probably won't see either of them again."


  Marvel looked downcast. "Yes, Mama."


  Jeanne thought, What's wrong with me? Making my own child unhappy on Christmas morning? But it's not my fault, if she questions these things I have to tell her the truth!


  She reached over and put one finger under Marvel's chin to lift her head. "My darling girl, we're happy, aren't we? You're not sad about Mr. Masters, are you?"


  Marvel gave her a sunny smile. "No, Mama. If you're happy, then I am too."


  Jeanne nodded. "I am happy, Marvel. The Lord has blessed us so much this Christmas. We have a home, and good food, and nice presents!"


  "Like snow, and a Christmas pudding, and Avaymaria," Marvel agreed, hugging the doll. "Thank you, Mama, and thank you, Baby Jesus."


  "Yes," Jeanne said quietly, "thank you, Lord Jesus."


  


  CHAPTER FIVE
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  Jeanne went back to work the day after Christmas, a sparkling and warm day that immediately melted the heavenly snow. Grimly, she realized that her boots were so muddy that Mrs. Wiedemann would never allow her to come into the hotel, and Jeanne would have to sit down outside, take them off, and clean them thoroughly. She picked up her pace so she wouldn't be late. When she stepped off the Main Street boardwalk to cross Union Avenue, she felt the cold muck of the street slide greasily up into her left shoe. The patch on the sole had worn through. Three dollars for new boots. Jeanne could have cried. But she didn't; she squared her shoulders, cleaned her boots, and reported to Mrs. Wiedemann at the service door.


  "Only thirteen rooms in the whole hotel," Mrs. Wiedemann told her, "so today only you and Agatha work." She handed Jeanne her list of rooms to clean.


  Jeanne collected her supplies and went up to the third floor. She was surprised to see that George Masters was still in residence. Christmas was a time for families to be together, and even the most hard-nosed businessmen gave up work travel to go home for the holidays. Then Jeanne realized that Masters had said something about being alone on Christmas Eve. I didn't even think about that, or ask him about it . . . How unkind of me . . . She determined that she would be warm and cordial to him, and she would find a way to ask him about his family and his plans for the remainder of the holidays, and to let him know she wished him well. Jeanne was fairly sure that wasn't exactly the impression she had given him on Christmas Eve.


  She knocked on his door and called out, but no welcoming answer came. She was strangely crestfallen, and went into the empty room feeling disappointed. But staunchly she told herself, Jeanne, you are a plain fool. What did you expect? Vigorously she began her cleaning, determining not to entertain one more moment's consideration of George Masters.


  Only one guest was resident in Jeanne's list of rooms, and he gave her a belated Christmas one-dollar tip, which cheered her up. One-third of a pair of new leather half-boots. On her last room the guest had already checked out, so she left the door open. When she was almost finished she was surprised to look up and see Mrs. Wiedemann come into the room with a gentleman.


  "Jeanne? This gentleman needs to speak with you," she said curtly, and left.


  Jeanne stood still, her window-cleaning rag in hand, and studied him. He was a man of average height and build, nattily dressed in a gray suit. He had an unassuming air and countenance, with a neat, trim graying mustache and beard and sensitive long fingers grasping a top hat. But his eyes were dark and his gaze intense as he regarded Jeanne. "Good day, Mrs. Bettencourt," he said, nodding his head. "My name is Nathaniel Deshler. I apologize for the unorthodox manner of making your acquaintance, but under the circumstances it was all I could do."


  "Oh? And what circumstances are those?" Jeanne cautiously asked.


  "I am an attorney, and one of my clients has a legal matter that concerns you, Mrs. Bettencourt."


  Jeanne blanched. "What? Am I in some sort of trouble?"


  "No, no," he said, shaking his head and coming closer to her. "Not at all, ma'am. I am so sorry, this is a rather complicated situation, and I'm handling it badly. Please, could we sit down for just a moment?" He motioned toward the tea table and chairs.


  "Yes, I suppose," Jeanne said reluctantly.


  When they were seated Deshler said, "Mrs. Bettencourt, I will tell you plainly all that I can. My client is deceased, and I believe you are a distant relative of his. If this is true, then you are a beneficiary of his will. Understanding that, I need to ask you if you have any connection to a family named Hardin."


  "That was my mother's maiden name," she said slowly. "But I'm not aware of any other connection to the Hardin family, living or dead."


  He nodded. "It is a distant connection, to be sure, but I feel certain you are a legatee—a beneficiary of a legacy. Do you, by chance, have any documentation showing your mother's Hardin connection?"


  "Yes, I have a Certificate of Live Birth that shows my mother's maiden name," Jeanne answered. "But what exactly are you talking about, Mr. Deshler? Who is this deceased person, and what, exactly, is the legacy?"


  Regretfully, he answered, "I apologize, Mrs. Bettencourt, but that is another complication. There is another legatee with rights to the property, and I am in the very odd position of having to notify you both that you are beneficiaries, but until I can speak to you together I'm not free to discuss specifics. The other beneficiary has agreed to bring me his documentation and meet with us tomorrow at ten o'clock, at my office. Would it be possible for you to come, and bring your birth certificate?"


  Jeanne said with frustration, "Mr. Deshler, that places a hardship on me. I can't just ask to take off work, it's definitely frowned upon, and I need this job."


  He smiled, a tidy, close expression. "I'm afraid I have already taken a liberty concerning you, Mrs. Bettencourt. You see, my firm represents Gayoso House, and I'm acquainted with the owner, Mr. Topp, and the managing executives of the hotel. Before I came to speak with you I spoke to your general manager, Mr. Spivey, and explained that you might need to take the day off tomorrow to meet with me on a matter of importance. He was very understanding and said you may take whatever time you need to attend to it. So, here is my card. May I count on seeing you tomorrow at ten?"


  "Thank you, Mr. Deshler," Jeanne said gratefully. "I will be there."
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  BUCK BUCKNER STUCK OUT his hand. Clint took it, and winced when Buckner shook it firmly. "I can't believe it, but you did it, Hardin. I can't believe how you did it, either. Where'll you be for us to settle up?" He was shouting to be heard over the blaring din in the warehouse.


  Clint said something, but Buckner couldn't hear him, both because of the noise and because now Clint had buried his head under a thick, wet, dirty towel. He was rubbing his head, hard, and wide bloodstains appeared under his six busted knuckles.


  "What?" Buckner yelled.


  Beside Clint, Vince Norville stood on tiptoe to holler into Buckner's ear, "We'll be at Cozen's Tonsorial Parlor!"


  "He's going to get a haircut?" Buck said blankly.


  "Naw, a bath," Vince said.


  "He's not going to celebrate his win? Clint the Flint Fist downed Mike the Hammer in four rounds?"


  "To him a bath is a celebration," Vince said with disgust. "Our buddy Duffy will join you for the tallying-up, Buck." He pointed to the short scowling Duffy Byrne who waited behind Clint, holding his water bottle.


  Buckner grinned a shark's smile. "You think I'm going to cheat you, Hardin?"


  Clint had surfaced from under the towel. "'Course not, Buck. I mean I don't, and Vinnie doesn't, but I don't know about Duffy. You take exception to him helping you out with counting the money, you'll have to take it up with him."


  "I see," Buck said, nodding knowingly. "Knife man, huh?"


  "That's right," Vince said expansively. "And I'm the Gun Man, and Clint's the Flint Fist Man. Hey—"


  Clint was making his way through the loud, raucous, shouting, shoving, rowdy bunch of men that surrounded him. "Ya did it, Flint! Made me my Satiddy night whiskey money! Busted him up good, Flint! When's the next fight? Hey, Flint, Mike looks like he done got hit wid a Hammer!" they catcalled, and other, coarser things.


  Clint grinned crookedly at all of them, raising his bloody fists up high, until he made it out the door. His hair was wet, his bare chest ran with perspiration, his hands were covered in blood, his face had blood and sweat on it. The cold air bit him all over, and he gulped in a great icy breath, but it refreshed him. Behind him Vince pushed through several men that were following Clint, cursing, and when he reached him he threw Clint's wool topcoat over his shoulders. "So. You're just going to walk around, naked and barefooted, in the snow. Real smart, Flint-brain."


  "You know, it stinks in there, Vinnie, and I'm thinking that a lot of that stench is coming from me. Need some fresh air." He took his heavy brogans out of Vince's hands, threw them down, and stepped into them. "Cozen's is only a couple of blocks. C'mon, it's freezing out here, whatsa matter with you?"


  In half an hour Clint was sitting in an enormous tub made of barrel staves. His long legs were fully stretched out, the steaming water came up to his neck, and he lay motionless, his head back, his eyes closed, a dead cigar clenched between his teeth. "Aw, man, what I wouldn't give to have a bath like this every day," he murmured.


  Sitting on a whiskey barrel, and sipping some of that very whiskey from a tin cup, Vince regarded him with a critical eye. "Guess you can afford it now, Clint the Flint. You made a big bunch of dollars tonight, buddy."


  "Did, didn't I?" Clint said with satisfaction.


  "Yeah. By the way, I liked your plan. Good plan, that. It was cold, but yeah, good plan."


  Clint opened his eyes—that is, he opened one eye, for the other was swollen shut. He reached up to tenderly feel it, and his rapidly swelling mouth. "Aw, man, how'd that happen? Anyway, what do you mean, cold? I fought fair, straight jabs, no gouging."


  "I know. It's just that you were kinda deliberate about it, like you were dissecting a dead frog or something. I've never seen you fight like that," Vince said soberly.


  Clint's plan had been simple. He allowed Mike to get close to him, which meant that Clint had to take a lot of gut and kidney punches. But this time, instead of hitting his opponent with professional right crosses and left uppercuts, Clint hit him again and again in the eyes. He had simply outlasted Mike. Clint took a beating in the belly and sides, but Mike's eyes had swollen up until he couldn't see. In the last round he had doggedly groped his way "up to scratch," the long dug-up streak in the dirt that the fighters had to step up to before beginning to fight, but Mike couldn't see anything at all by that time and couldn't block any punch. Clint had slowly and deliberately hit him twice in the solar plexus to knock the breath out of him, and then had hit him solidly in the chest to knock him down. Mike couldn't recover his breath to get up within the allotted thirty seconds, and Clint had won.


  Now he told Vince quietly, "No, and I don't ever want to fight like that again. It wasn't any fun at all. It might have been fair, but it was no sport."


  Vince nodded with understanding. "Yeah, I get it, Clint. Now you don't have to fight Mike again, anyway. He's the only one that ever beat you. So, who's next?"


  Clint answered lazily, "Vinnie, my friend, there's a possibility that I might be a man of means, and won't have to fight any more. A lawyer fellow came to see me today. It seems like I've got an inheritance coming."


  "Huh? From who? What is it? Money? A lot of money?"


  "I don't know, don't know, don't know. I won't find out until ten o'clock tomorrow. But tonight," he said, sitting up and contemplating his dead cigar, "I got money to spend. Think I'll take a light, if you please, and see if old Cozens has another fancy shot glass like that one you have there. And you have yourself a cigar and another drink on me."


  "I'll do that," Vince said, striking a match to light Clint's cigar. "You know, Her Ladyship's not going to be happy that her favorite's face is all beat up. You might better hit one of those ladies' shops that sell cosmetics, see if you can get prettied up before Madam Maxfield sees you."


  Clint smiled. "Good idea, Vinnie. I'll think about that."
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  EVEN THOUGH JEANNE WAS horribly nervous, she grew amused at herself as she entered the offices of Deshler, Wayne & Beebe as the last stroke of ten sounded on the church bell. I'm not late, Mrs. Wiedemann, she thought crazily. The imposing structure was a large two-story building with a pillared front porch and a stalwart-looking front door of oak, respectably blackened with age. Inside was a large foyer leading to a grand marble staircase. Directly on one side was a mirrored hat stand, and Jeanne threw off her hood and unwound her new crimson headwrap, noting that her cheeks were colored a high rose, and not just from the cold. A young somber man with spectacles came out of a doorway on her left and said, "Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  "Yes, I have an appointment with Mr. Deshler," she said.


  "Of course. Please come this way." He led her into a room that looked like a parlor, with a sofa and spidery side chairs and a generous tea table, and a desk at the back of the room, and beckoned her to a door with frosted glass on the far wall. Opening it, he said, "Mrs. Bettencourt, Mr. Deshler." He held the door open for Jeanne, and she went into a large room with books lining the walls, heavy red velvet draperies framing the windows, and masculine leather armchairs grouped around a sizzling fire.


  Deshler rose from behind his desk and came around to hold a chair for Jeanne. "Good morning, Mrs. Bettencourt. Please, sit down. You're right on time." He returned to his seat.


  They exchanged pleasantries for a few moments, about the weather and the state of the streets. Then Jeanne said, "I brought my birth certificate, Mr. Deshler. Would you like to see it now?"


  "Yes, I would." She took it out of the pocket of her mantle and handed it to him. He gave it a cursory glance and handed it back to her. "Thank you, Mrs. Bettencourt, this is all the proof I need to substantiate your claim. I found you from the census records, you see, by tracing your mother, so I was already certain that I had the right person. Or rather, persons, for that's the way I traced the other claimant, too."


  "I believe you said he is coming here this morning?" Jeanne said politely.


  "Yes, he is. It seems he is late, which I don't find too surprising under the circumstances."


  "More circumstances," Jeanne said lightly. "I don't suppose I may know these, either."


  "Er—" Deshler began, but just then the door opened and Mr. Beebe's sonorous voice announced, "Mr. Hardin, Mr. Deshler."


  Jeanne was sitting with her back to the door, and she couldn't restrain herself from turning around to look at her co-beneficiary. She looked—she stared—her mouth opened and she blurted out, "You? The Singing Man?"


  He loomed over her, for he was very tall and broad-shouldered, and stared down at her with perplexity, and then astonishment. "You? I saw you! And your little sister! You had on the holly crowns!"


  Deshler, who had remained seated, frowned deeply. "Are you two already acquainted? Are you in some sort of theatrical production, maybe?"


  They both ignored him. Jeanne said indignantly, "She's not my little sister, she's my daughter."


  "Huh?" he said, his one-eyed gaze raking her up and down. "Your daughter? How'd that happen?"


  "What?" Jeanne said blankly.


  Mr. Deshler rose. "Pardon me for interrupting, but perhaps formal introductions are in order. Mr. Hardin, I have the honor of making known to you Mrs. Jeanne Bettencourt, who is a distant relation of my client's and, therefore, of yours. Mrs. Bettencourt, may I present to you Mr. Clinton Hardin, of the Memphis Hardins. Please, Mr. Hardin, won't you be seated?"


  Clint sat down in a chair next to Jeanne's, grimacing a little as he did so.


  Jeanne watched him with a mixture of exasperation and consternation. "What happened to your face?"


  "My—oh. Uh, accident. Had an accident on Boxing Day," he managed to reply, glancing with amusement at Nate Deshler, who was in on the joke. He had backed Clint.


  "You had an accident while boxing up the gifts for your servants?" Jeanne said sarcastically.


  Clint said with surprise, "How'd you know what Boxing Day really is?"


  "How did I know? Apparently you're the one who thought it was some sort of fistic competition, as in boxing," Jeanne replied smartly.


  "Well, yeah, but I really did know what it was," Clint said lamely.


  "Perhaps we might begin again?" Mr. Deshler said, giving Clint a dire glance.


  "Sorry, Mr. Deshler," Clint said quickly, and turned to Jeanne. "I beg your pardon, Mrs. Bettencourt, I've been very rude, I know. It's a great pleasure to make your acquaintance, ma'am."


  "I am very pleased to meet you, Mr. Hardin," she said, still a little stiffly. They both turned to Deshler.


  He steepled his fingers and said, "First I'd like to explain the connection between the two of you, and my client, Mr. Ira Hardin. I first met him on November 7 of this year, at which time he gave me instructions concerning his last wishes. He died the next day, I'm sorry to say. He wished to leave his property to, and I'm quoting him, 'any Memphis Hardins' I could find. It has taken me almost two months, but through the census records I traced the two of you, who are the only remaining Memphis Hardins."


  "I understand Mr. Hardin's claim, for that's obvious," Jeanne said. "But you know that I'm not truly a Hardin, Mr. Deshler."


  Deshler said, "It's an odd point of law, but I am obliged to interpret it thus: when Mr. Ira Hardin instructed me the way he did, it meant any blood relation of any Hardin that lived in Memphis. You do have Hardin blood, Mrs. Bettencourt, and so you are entitled, as Mr. Clint Hardin is entitled.


  "But let me make it clear to you, my one conversation with Mr. Hardin was not of long duration, for he was extremely ill, and I had no time to press him for the finer points of law as I drew up his last will and testament. I've interpreted his dying wishes as best I could, and I believe that he meant for anyone of Memphis Hardin blood to share equally in his legacy. That, of course, could possibly be open to another interpretation, if either of you feel the need to contest the terms that I have defined."


  Jeanne and Clint exchanged furtive sidelong glances, and then both shook their heads.


  "I'm sure your interpretation of the will is knowledgeable and expert, Mr. Deshler," Jeanne said. "Whatever you say is just fine with me."


  "You've got a reputation as a fair man, sir," Clint said easily. "So I'm happy with whatever it is. By the way, I brought my mother's marriage certificate." He pulled a piece of parchment out of his pocket and handed it to Deshler.


  As he had done with Jeanne's birth certificate, he scanned it quickly, then handed it back. "That's fine, Mr. Hardin, thank you. Very well. Now I can tell you everything, because I know you must be monstrously curious, and I'm sorry I had to make you wait."


  Jeanne sat up a little straighter and Clint leaned forward, his hands clasped between his knees. Deshler said flatly, "You have both inherited a riverboat. A Mississippi steamboat named the Helena Rose."


  Jeanne stared at him; Clint stared at him. Deshler was enjoying himself immensely. This was a most unusual will, a most unusual legacy, and two very unusual legatees. He sat back, steepled his fingers again, and waited.


  The heavy silence stretched on and on. Finally Jeanne said in a low voice, "A riverboat? I own a riverboat?"


  "Half of one," Deshler replied. "Mr. Clint Hardin owns the other half."


  Jeanne turned to Clint again. He was staring into space. Finally he turned and grinned at her. "Hello, partner."


  Jeanne said, "I'm not your partner. Oh. Oh, I am your partner. How very odd."


  "Ain't it?" Clint said flippantly, then turned to Deshler. "So, what kind of steamboat is the Helena Rose? Pretty name, by the way. Where is she? How big is she? Is she worth much?"


  "I have seen the Helena Rose, because that's where I was summoned when Mr. Hardin decided to consult me for his last will and testament. He wanted to die on the boat, you see. She's here, right down on the docks. Anyway, I'm afraid I'm no expert on steamboats. What I observed was that she seemed trim and river-ready, as they say. She is not a big boat at all and she is outfitted for cargo only, not passengers. However, I understand that Mr. Hardin was making a tidy profit with her. He did leave a sum of monies. After I settled his outstanding debts, and of course paid my fee, there was just a little more than five hundred dollars in cash remaining, so each of you will receive two hundred and fifty two dollars and some cents."


  "What?" Jeanne breathed.


  "Wow," Clint said.


  "Yes, Mr. Hardin had the cash on the boat, not in a bank. So I have it here, in his lockbox. You may have it now, if you wish."


  "No!" they said in unison, then looked at each other in surprise. Quickly Jeanne said, "No, I would really like to go see the Helena Rose, and I don't want to be carrying around such a great sum of money, that would be foolish."


  "My thoughts exactly, Mrs. Bettencourt," Clint agreed. "You know, I've got a whole bunch of questions about this Mr. Ira Hardin, but I'd kinda like to take some time, think it all over. I do want to see the Rose, though."


  "Perfectly understandable. In fact, I would advise you both to see the boat first of all, and then consider all of your options. We can meet again to formalize everything, and by then I'm sure you'll have any questions or concerns firm in your minds."


  Clint said eagerly, "That sounds right to me," and Jeanne nodded agreement.


  Deshler said cautiously, "Now I must tell you that Mr. Hardin specified one stipulation to his inheritors. He had a dog, and apparently Mr. Hardin was very attached to him. He told me that anyone who inherits his boat has to take care of his dog."


  Clint looked relieved. "Is that all? Sure, I like dogs."


  Jeanne asked, "A dog? What is the dog's name?"


  "Hmm? Oh," Deshler said with some confusion, shuffled some papers on his desk, and then pointed. "Here. The dog's name is Leo. He was with Mr. Hardin when I met him, and he's a big, sort of spotty dog," he added informatively. "So I'm assuming that you both agree to Mr. Hardin's stipulation? Good. Now, I will need a couple of days to formalize the title documents and file them appropriately. We can do all the paperwork on your next visit."


  "Good, thanks, Mr. Deshler," Clint said gratefully. "So, Mrs. Bettencourt? May I have the honor of escorting you to see our new steamboat?"


  "Our new . . . ? Oh, yes," Jeanne said, still feeling slightly dazed. "I mean, of course I want to go see the Helena Rose." She stood up abruptly, and so of course Clint and Mr. Deshler jumped up out of their seats. "Thank you, Mr. Deshler, for everything. I'll see you . . . when should I see you again?"


  "Perhaps both of you might come back at the same time on Thursday," he said.


  "Ten o'clock, Thursday," Jeanne said, as if talking to herself.


  She turned and rushed out the door, and Deshler and Clint exchanged quick helpless glances and then practically ran after her. Deshler hurriedly told Clint, "The Rose is at the north end of the waterfront. Mr. Hardin specified that one of his crewmen, a Mr. Ezra Givens, stay on the boat. He'll be able to tell you much more than I've been able to, I'm sure."


  "Thanks," Clint said, trailing Jeanne out the front door. She was walking fast, wrapping her muffler around her head and pulling up her hood. He caught up to her and she glanced up at him with a distracted look.


  "Hi there. Remember me? Your partner?" He offered her his arm.


  She came to a dead stop. "I—this is all too much right now, Mr. Hardin. You'll have to excuse me."


  "What does that mean? You're going to the docks, I'm going to the docks. We're going to the same place on the docks. Doesn't it seem like maybe we should go together?"


  "No. I mean—yes. I suppose so. But I—I don't know you, you're a complete stranger to me, and I'm not comfortable walking arm-in-arm with a man I don't know," she said darkly.


  "But you do know me, ma'am," he said lightly. "I'm your partner. I'm the Singing Man."


  "That's silly!"


  "You said it, not me. Anyway, what can we do? You want me to follow behind you like a lackey or something?"


  "Would you?" Jeanne snapped, her dark eyes hard and brilliant.


  He stared down at her for a brief moment, then grinned slowly, for his mouth was still swollen and sore. "Well, yeah. If that's what you want, ma'am."


  Jeanne started to fling out a reply, then dropped her head and pressed her fingers to her temples. "I'm sorry, Mr. Hardin. It's just that all of this has been such a shock."


  "It's okay, I understand. So does this mean that you'll take my arm, and we'll walk, not run, to the docks, and talk like grown-ups?"


  Jeanne's hackles rose again, but she took his arm and said, "Yes, I suppose we must."


  They proceeded along for several steps, and Jeanne didn't say a word, so Clint asked politely, "So I assume you're widowed, Mrs. Bettencourt."


  "Yes."


  "And the pretty little girl, at the Regale. You both had holly and ivy crowns, and I thought you—never mind about that. So she's your daughter?"


  "Yes."


  "And what is her name?"


  "Marvel."


  "And how old is Marvel?"


  "Six."


  "And I'm curious, ma'am, since you don't seem old enough to have a daughter that age. Would you mind telling me how old you are?"


  "Yes, I would mind."


  Clint sighed, then stopped and turned toward her, placing his hand over hers. "Ma'am, please. I know it's kind of hard to take all of this in, but right now I think it's important for us to get to know each other. After all, in the position we're in, we're going to have to work together, to make some important decisions, together. Isn't that right?"


  "I know," Jeanne sighed. "It's just that it's such a bizarre, such an uncomfortable situation, to be forced into a personal relationship like this," Jeanne said.


  "Then think of it as strictly a business relationship. That's what it really is, anyway."


  Slowly she nodded. "Yes . . . yes. I can do that."


  They resumed walking, and Jeanne went on, "My daughter's name is Marvel, and she just turned six years old. I am twenty-five, and widowed, and my parents are both dead. And your family, Mr. Hardin?"


  "My mother's dead, and I don't know about my father. I never knew him," he said coldly. "No brothers or sisters, but I guess you knew that, considering we're the last two of the Memphis Hardins," he added in his normal lazy drawl.


  "Actually I suppose my daughter is one," Jeanne said. "She would be . . . one-eighth Hardin."


  He shot her a quick cautious glance, and Jeanne's eyes widened. "You think—no. No, no. I didn't mean that. I would never try to—to get more, to get a portion for Marvel."


  Clint shrugged with apparent carelessness, but his gaze was intent. "Why not? From what Mr. Deshler said, the percentage of Hardin blood doesn't make any difference. It could be argued that she has as much right to the Rose as I do. Or as you do, for that matter."


  Jeanne shook her head. "No. She already has my share, for everything I have belongs to her. Therefore, she has received the very same thing that I have, and your portion should not be infringed upon at all."


  "Wow, you'd make a great lawyer," he said admiringly. "And I'm not just saying that because what you said is all the better for me."


  Jeanne made a quick impatient movement with her hand. "It would just be dishonorable and greedy to try to do you out of your share. Not to mention ill-bred."


  "That is one thing that you are not, ma'am," Clint said gravely. "So. You're a widow and you're well-bred, we've established that. What else are you?"


  "Hmm? Oh. I'm a chambermaid, at the Gayoso."


  "You are? But you don't look like a chambermaid!"


  "So I hear," Jeanne said dryly, "but so far no one has told me exactly what a chambermaid is supposed to look like, and why, in particular, I don't look that way. No, never mind all that, please, I don't want to discuss the average chambermaid's countenance. Let's talk about the Helena Rose. Do you know anything about steamboats, Mr. Hardin?"


  "Not a blessed thing," he said cheerfully. "Do you?"


  "Actually, I do. You see, I was brought up on a steamboat. My parents and I lived on my father's steamboat, the Pearl. He owned it, and he was the pilot and captain. In fact, I learned a lot about piloting a steamboat myself," she said matter-of-factly. "Not on the Mississippi, but on the Arkansas River. Do you know it?"


  "Do I know it," he repeated slowly. "Do I know . . . the Arkansas River? And you grew up on a steamboat? And you've even piloted a steamboat?"


  "Yes, Mr. Hardin. That's what I said. We are speaking English here, are we not?" she said tartly.


  But he only grinned, a wide unconstrained expression, forgetting the pain of his mouth. "Do you know what I call that, Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  "I don't know what you would call it," she said, "but I call it a miracle of God."


  He rapid-fired questions to her all the way down to the docks. She answered some and didn't know others, but she was surprised at his quickness, at the sharp and incisive nature of his questioning. They reached Jefferson Avenue, which was past the high bluffs and was the first of four avenues that led down the gentle slope to the river. Traffic in town, and on the river, was light, since many people still celebrated the days between Christmas and New Year's day as holidays. Still, there were eleven steamers along the riverfront, their gangways down and roustabouts loading and unloading cargo and a few passengers coming and going. Clint clasped Jeanne's arm a little tighter as they went past the carts and drays and shouting roustabouts. "Mr. Deshler said she's moored up at the north end," he said, and Jeanne nodded.


  On the other side of the wharf sat a group of several men, chewing tobacco and spitting and talking. Every one of them was black from head to toe, their red eyes staring out fiendishly. Clint and Jeanne were passing them when one of them yelled, "Clint! Hey, Clint! Hold up!"


  They stopped and looked, and when the man got close to them Clint said, "Vinnie! You look awful!"


  He grinned, and his teeth shone very white against his ebony face. "Just finished loading up a big ol' girl with coal. What are you doing here?"


  He stared curiously at Jeanne, but she was paying him no mind at all. She was looking down the wharf, her eyes narrowed. Clint began, "Vince, may I introduce—"


  At that moment Jeanne yanked her arm away from Clint and stalked down the pier.


  "Where's she going?" Vince asked blankly.


  "I dunno," Clint said. "She does that."


  They watched as Jeanne went two steamers down, where a big, high-sided wood cart was being unloaded onto a shabby steamer pulled alongside. "That's Old Man Mock's wood dray," Vince told Clint. "He'll pinch a penny 'til it screams. He tried, once, to scamp some roustabouts out of paying them what he owed them, said they took too long and time was money and it wasn't coming out of his pocket. 'Course, word got around so none of us will load for him now. He hires the wood monkeys, and he picks the ones that are really hungry and pays 'em two cents. Think she knows him?"


  "Doesn't look like it," Clint observed. Jeanne had walked up to a short, fat man in a filthy yellow waistcoat who was rapping the three wood boys on the back with a stout stick as they staggered by with two and sometimes three logs. Jeanne's hands were on her hips, and her face was a picture of outrage. Even as they watched, the fat man raised the stick and waved it threateningly. Clint said, "Uh-oh," and he ran toward them, followed by Vince, whose day had just improved mightily.


  Before they reached the two, Jeanne reached up with the quickness of a snake and snatched the stick out of the man's hand. "How would you like it if I beat you with this stick?" she said wrathfully.


  Old Man Mock's face turned a livid purple. "Jest who do you think you are, little girl! You give me my stick back!"


  Jeanne contemptuously threw it over his head into the river. Mock took a step towards her, his hand upraised, his expression vicious.


  "You don't want to do that," Clint said, suddenly appearing and grabbing Mock's upraised arm.


  "OW! Leggo of me, you beat-up sorry—OW!" he howled.


  "You don't want to say that either," Clint said calmly, his grip tightening on Mock's fat arm.


  "Awright! Awright! Leggo!" Clint released him and he stumbled backwards a step, rubbing his forearm. "You got a grip like a gator! And she—" he pointed a filthy forefinger accusingly at Jeanne and shook it—"she took my stick! And throwed it in the river!"


  "Yeah, I noticed," Clint said, and turned to Jeanne who looked as if she'd like to pick up Mock and throw him in the river. Behind him, Vince watched with a wide delighted grin stuck on his face. The three wood boys had stopped loading to watch, and a couple of other roustabouts had come close to observe. "Mrs. Bettencourt, I think—yeah, there she goes," he finished under his breath.


  Jeanne walked over to one of the wood boys and said, "Roberty, why would you let that awful man beat you like that?"


  He stared up at her helplessly and wordlessly. She sighed and put her arm around his shoulders. "Just drop that wood right now. You're coming with me."


  Slowly he let the two heavy logs drop and she kept her arm around his shoulders and walked back up to the pier. She looked over at Clint, Vince, and Old Man Mock, who were all watching her with a kind of dread fascination. "Well? Are you coming, Mr. Hardin?" She and Roberty turned and began walking.


  Clint and Vince looked at each other and then followed them. Old Man Mock shouted after them, "All you crazy people jist stay away from me!"


  Over his shoulder Vince yelled, "Better watch yourself, Old Man! She might come back, you know!" Mock looked alarmed.


  They caught up to Jeanne and Roberty and stayed a few steps behind them. "Hey, Clint? Think you might let me know what you've got yourself into here?" Vince asked.


  "It's a long story," Clint said, frowning. "It's been a long morning. Long and short of it, I'm half owner of a riverboat, and she owns the other half. We're going to see her now."


  "Which boat?" Vince asked eagerly.


  "Name of Helena Rose. You know it?"


  "Sure! That's Bull Hardin's boat. She's been docked down there since he died. Uh—you said you own it now?"


  "Half of it."


  "And that lady up there owns the other half?"


  "Yep."


  Vince digested this. "Okay. Uh—who's the boy? The wood monkey?"


  "Don't have any idea. You can go ask her if you want."


  "No, thanks," Vince said vehemently. After a moment he said thoughtfully, "So, you own Bull Hardin's Rose now. It never occurred to me that you were kin, even with the same last name."


  "I never met him, never heard of him. I guess he's a real distant cousin."


  "Is she a Hardin too?"


  "No, her name is Bettencourt."


  "Oh. What's her first name?"


  "I forgot," Clint rasped. "And trying to get her to talk is like trying to pull a stripped bolt."


  "You're joshing," Vince said disbelievingly. "You mean there's a live woman on this earth that you can't charm into telling all of her secrets?"


  "She's not exactly my kind of woman," Clint muttered. "Anyway, tell me about this boat. What do you know about her?"


  Vince pointed. "See for yourself. There she is."


  She floated light, with only the gentlest of movements on the long lazy river swells. Painted white, her smokestacks and paddle wheel were a bright true red. The main cargo deck was open at the front, with the boiler room and engine room enclosed behind. The Texas deck was completely enclosed, with a railed walkway around, with windows all along the sides and front. On top perched the pilothouse, white with red trim. Painted on both sides and on the back above the paddle wheel in crimson fine script: Helena Rose.


  Jeanne and Roberty stood still, studying her, and Clint walked up to stand beside Jeanne. "So what do we think?" When she answered him, he was surprised at the warmth and pleasure in her voice.


  "She's trim and neat. The paint needs touching up a little, but the windows are all intact and they're even clean. She looks very well cared for, from the outside at least."


  On the cargo deck a dog lolled up into their view and regarded them curiously. "Hello, Leo," Jeanne called. He began to wag, as it were; his whole rear end moved and his skinny tail went around in a lopsided figure eight. His long red tongue flopped out, and it looked like he was grinning. "Silly dog," she said, smiling.


  "So do we wade out there?" Clint asked. The boat was about twelve feet away from the shore.


  Vince appeared beside him. "Maybe, maybe not. Hey, Ezra! Ahoy the Rose! Ezra!"


  A man came out of the deep shadows behind Leo. He was in his late forties, with stooped but broad shoulders and long thick arms. He wore a black stocking cap pulled down over his ears. Lifting one hand, he shaded his eyes and looked them over. "Who is all you people?" he asked in an aggrieved tone.


  Vince stepped forward. "It's me, Vinnie, Ezra. These are the new owners of the boat. Except the boy. I don't know who he is."


  "And I don't know any black fellers named Vinnie," Ezra retorted.


  "I'm not a black feller," Vince argued. "I'm just—oh, forget it, Ezra! This gentleman and this lady are the new owners of the Rose. Lower a gangway so we don't have to swim."


  "Can't you see I'm the only man on this here boat? You think me and Leo can lower away?"


  "Why did you—" Vince bawled, then turned to Clint. "Why did he pull off and raise the gangplank anyway?"


  "How should I know? So what do we do?"


  "I'll wade out there, it's probably not but a foot or so deep anyway," Vince said, plopping down on the muddy riverside to pull off his shoes.


  Clint threw himself down beside him. "Somehow I figured as soon as I heard I owned a boat I'd end up getting wet."


  "Oh, dear," Jeanne said. "I don't suppose I could help?"


  "No!" Clint and Vince said in unison.


  Within a few minutes they had waded out and together had manhandled the huge capstan to lower one of the landing stages. Ezra and Leo watched with interest. Jeanne lightly came up the walkway, followed by Roberty with a bemused expression on his face.


  Ezra watched Clint and Vince as they wrung out the bottoms of their trousers and replaced their socks and brogans. "Bet thass cold," he opined.


  "It's freezing," Vince grumbled. "And I hadn't gotten wet in two days. At least my feet are still white."


  Clint rose and stuck out his hand to Ezra. "Mr. Givens, my name is Clint Hardin. Mr. Deshler, the attorney, told us you'd be here, and I want to thank you for watching out for the Rose. This is Mrs. Bettencourt. She and I are co-owners of the boat now."


  He nodded slowly. "Mr. Deshler, he did tell me that a man and a lady were the new owners. Pleased to meet you, sir, ma'am."


  "I'm pleased to meet you, Mr. Givens," Jeanne said. "Mr. Hardin, I'm going to go look at the cabins and the pilothouse first. Roberty, wait here with Mr. Givens, and this is Leo." She gave the dog a cursory pat on his broad head and went toward the outside stairs that led to the Texas deck.


  Though he hadn't been invited, Clint doggedly followed her up the stairs to the Texas deck. The door was in the middle of the deck, and they went into a narrow hallway. Just on their right was the galley, with a sliding door that was standing open. Jeanne went into the small room and exclaimed with delight, "A range! A real, honest-to-goodness range! And, oh my goodness, is that an icebox? And pots, and pans, and utensils!" She opened a couple of the high narrow cabinets. "Seasonings, spices, condiments!"


  Clint thought the galley was very small and cramped, but he had to admit it was laid out efficiently. On each wall was mounted an eighteen-inch-wide polished oak board that served as a working counterspace. Above the counters were cabinets, tall and narrow, except where the cast-iron stove's pipe went out the wall, and where the single window was. There were six stools neatly stored under the counters, along with some barrels and sacks.


  Across the hall another sliding door opened into a plain room with two sets of bunks on either side of the window. One weatherbeaten old chest sat at the foot of one of the bunks, which were all neatly made. "Crew quarters," Jeanne said. She went all the way down the hall, where there were two doors just at the end, and opened the door on the left-hand side. "This would be the captain's cabin, I expect."


  It was a long room, with six four-paned windows along the side and two on the back wall. Underneath the windows on the back was a plain desk with nothing on it. About midway down the room two armchairs were pushed against the wall, and a round cherry tea table stood upended between them. At the far end of the room stood a full-sized bed, the bedstead of plain oak with a high headboard and footboard. The mattress was covered with a single sheet. Along the wall next to the hallway stood an enormous armoire, dark and glossy, with curlicue trim and shiny brass knobs and handles.


  "Not bad," Clint said, looking around. "It's a lot better than my room."


  Jeanne gave him an odd look. "I suppose we should see if that's another cabin across the hall."


  They went to it, and it was a cabin, a mirror image of the other, but this one was completely unfurnished. "Wonder what the deal is with this?" Clint murmured.


  Jeanne planted herself in front of him and blurted out, "So I suppose you're thinking of living here, on the Rose."


  "The thought's occurred to me, sure, just like it has to you. But it seems to me that that's kind of long odds. I mean, isn't it the usual thing for a steamboat to have people like, oh, I don't know, a pilot and a captain living in these quarters?"


  "Yes, of course. It's just that I hadn't thought about you—living here." She spoke almost as if she were talking to herself.


  He waited to see if she would say more, but she remained silent, so he said, "How about we go take a look at the pilothouse? I've never seen one."


  Silently she led him to the stairs at the end of the hallway that led up to the hurricane deck. They went into the pilothouse and instantly Jeanne went to the wheel, put her hands on the pins, and stared out the wide front window with a faraway look in her eyes.


  Clint noted the seven-foot-diameter wheel, countersunk into the floor three feet so the top of the wheel was four feet high. On the right-hand side was a long tube with a trumpeted end, the speaking tube to communicate with the engine room. On both sides of the door at the back of the wheelhouse were low benches, padded with sturdy canvas bolsters.


  He saw the strings running up the sides and across the ceiling, and the different pulls for each bell and whistle. Curiously he stared at a yellow piece of paper glued to the ceiling. It read: Ira Kenneth Hardin, Certified Pilot. 1852 Licensed as per the Steamboat Act of May 30, 1852. Certified by Albert K. Edmonds, Inspector, Federal Maritime Service. Clint wanted to ask Jeanne about it, but she was in such a deep reverie that he didn't like to intrude.


  Finally she turned to him and said quietly, "Would you like to go see the boiler room and the engine room now?"


  "Yes, ma'am." They made their way back down to the main deck. Ezra was in deep conversation with Vince, as he had apparently now recognized that Vince was not a strange black man. Roberty sat on the floor, smiling, scratching Leo's stomach. The dog lolled on his back with his tongue stuck out of one side of his mouth and one long hind leg rhythmically beating. He was, as Deshler had said, a spotted dog, his undercoat a dirty grayish-white with ugly liver-colored irregular markings.


  "Ezra was telling me that a bunch of toughs tried to board two nights ago," Vince told Clint. "That's why he had the landing stages pulled up, a couple of deckhands from the Sultana helped him the next morning."


  "How did you keep them from boarding that night?" Clint asked.


  "Shotgun," Ezra said succinctly. "Double barrel."


  "You shot them?" Jeanne exclaimed.


  "No, ma'am, no call to up and shoot a man when he's done turned tail and running off," Ezra explained.


  "Smart men," Clint said. "Mr. Givens, would you come with me now and take a look at the boiler room and engine room?"


  "Be glad to, and you call me Ezra," he said. "Don't hardly know how to answer to 'Mr.' Now, I'm an old fireman, and I been on the Rose for going on seven year now, since she was built. I know the firebox like I know my own hand. But I can't tell you one sensible thing about that engine, Mr. Hardin."


  "That's okay, and call me Clint," he said, stooping to look all around the two barrel-shaped boilers, pulling open the firebox, grabbing the pipes coming out of the boilers. "I know this," he muttered, and went back behind to the engine room. Jeanne followed him.


  Still talking to himself, Clint climbed over some pipes to peer out to the paddle wheel housing, threw himself down on the floor to look under the machinery and fingered several valve connections and fittings. "This is easy!" he said, hopping to his feet, beaming.


  "What do you mean?" Jeannie demanded.


  "This engine. Nothing to it. Boilers make steam, steam pushes the piston, which moves the drive shaft, which moves the Pitman Arm yoke, which moves the Pitman Arm, which moves the paddle wheel crank, and then hey! Paddle wheel turns and off you go. Simple."


  "That didn't sound so simple to me," Jeanne said suspiciously. "Are you saying that after looking at this—this stuff for five minutes, you could engineer a paddle wheeler?"


  "I don't know about the boilers. Seems to me like that's kind of a matter of experience, to know how to fire them up, keep them just right for the boat."


  "I've heard that's true. But what makes you think you know about this engine? There are many experienced pilots and captains who don't know the first thing about a steamboat's engine."


  Clint said evenly, "Ma'am, I am a master machinist, and I've made these same valves, these pipes, these rods, these fittings, even these nuts and bolts, a hundred times. When you make the parts, you have to know what they do, and I know how a steam engine works."


  "Oh," Jeanne said. "I beg your pardon. I didn't know."


  "So now you do. And you see what this means, don't you?" he asked, his dark eyes alight.


  Jeanne raised her hands. "Wait. I know what you're thinking. But I need time, I've got to think, this is just overwhelming."


  "I know," he said quietly. He came to stand before her and looked down to search her face. "But I would like to tell you something. I don't know you, Mrs. Bettencourt, but I do know some things about you. You're very smart, and you're determined. You're honest, and hardworking, and you want something better for yourself and your daughter. And I personally think that you can do anything you set your mind to. Including piloting a riverboat."


  


  CHAPTER SIX
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  "Is something wrong, Mama?" Marvel asked.


  "No, no, little girl," Jeanne replied. "I'm just thinking. How are Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria this evening?"


  "Mrs. Topp is going to be Avaymaria's maid, and she was wondering when Avaymaria's mantle and muffler might be finished," Marvel hinted.


  Jeanne had told Marvel that she would make the doll a gray mantle just like Marvel's, and knit her a red muffler from the yarn left over from Jeanne's new wool scarf. She and Marvel had sat down on their mattress after supper, Marvel playing with her dolls and Jeanne sewing the doll clothes. But Jeanne couldn't concentrate on her sewing, or anything else for that matter. Her mind wildly darted from one thought to another idea to another question, as she thought about the Helena Rose and Clint Hardin. She had been staring distractedly into space, her hands loose on top of the sewing in her lap.


  "Please let Mrs. Topp know that Avaymaria's mantle will be finished tomorrow night, and on Wednesday night I may be able to finish her scarf," Jeanne said.


  Marvel seemed satisfied and went back to the doll's tea, which consisted of a butterscotch drop each and sips from Marvel's cup of cocoa and whispered conversations between the dolls. Jeanne resumed staring into space.


  She hadn't told Marvel anything about inheriting the Helena Rose, because Jeanne simply didn't know what to say. Until she made a decision herself, it was impractical to tell Marvel everything. Jeanne was having a hard time trying to absorb everything herself, and she was baffled about what to do with her inheritance.


  Two hundred and fifty dollars, in cash, she brooded. That little cottage up on Sycamore is only three hundred.


  Her landlord, Mr. Garrison, owned several shacks in The Pinch. He was a hard man, for if a tenant didn't have their rent he gave them exactly one week to come up with the whole amount or he called in the deputies to evict. In the four years that Jeanne had been his tenant she had never once been late with the rent, and consequently he was kinder to her. Two months ago he had told her about the cottage and offered to let her rent it or buy it. She could do neither, for the rent was three times what she was paying now and at the time her savings amounted to eighteen dollars and fifty cents. But she had gone to look at the cottage longingly, for it wasn't a shotgun type, it was a clapboard house with a kitchen, a parlor, a bedroom, and even a small attic loft. The white paint was dismal, but it was solidly built, for it didn't sag as so many houses in the Pinch did, and the roof didn't leak.


  Jeanne picked up her needle, but after two stitches she was again lost in thought. Now that I've seen the Rose, I know we could sell her. I have no idea how much she would bring, but surely five hundred, six hundred?


  These same thoughts had been circling in her mind like a whirlwind. Ruefully, she realized that each time she thought about selling the Helena Rose, one part of her brain suddenly started objecting strenuously. All this day she had been thinking about her childhood on the river, her parents, about those far-off heady, happy days before Max Bettencourt had sauntered into her life. She'd had a good life on the river. She knew that Marvel could, too.


  But how could that be? How could she make that happen for Marvel, and for herself?


  Could she, Jeanne Langer Bettencourt, really be a steamboat pilot?


  Dear Lord, what am I thinking? What should I do? What can I do? Jeanne prayed and prayed, but it seemed that she couldn't hear the Lord speaking to her. Probably because I'm talking so much and so loudly He can't get a word in edgewise, she thought ruefully.


  It was two-thirty in the morning before she finally fell into an uneasy sleep full of dreams of the river.
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  JEANNE WAS STILL IN a turmoil when she awoke, and the persistent brain-whirl continued as she worked. She barely thought about George Masters, even though he was still in the hotel. Again he was not in his room when she cleaned it. As before, she only had a few rooms, for the Gayoso was still mostly empty, and by noon she was off work.


  She went outside and stopped, gasping from the cold. The day was gray and sullen-looking, though it wasn't cold enough to snow. A turbid wind blew, with wild sharp crosswinds that made her cape and skirts flap around her ankles. Jeanne threw back her hood to wrap her muffler around her nose and mouth, adjusted her hood far up to shelter her face, and pulled her arms inside her cape and clutched it close. Her head down, she started walking.


  She was still behind the hotel, walking along past the tradesmen and delivery carts lined up at the service entrances, when she heard, "Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  She looked up and George Masters stood there, bowing. "Hello, Mr. Masters. Whatever are you doing here?"


  "I wanted to talk to you."


  "Why?" Jeanne asked blankly.


  "Because I felt that somehow on Christmas Eve I didn't let you know how much I would like to see you and spend time with you. So I determined that I would try again."


  "But here? Now?" Jeanne asked, shivering a little.


  "I know, I apologize, but I couldn't think of any other way. I didn't want to, uh, accost you in my room. So I bribed a porter to come to the restaurant and tell me when you were leaving. Shameful, isn't it?" He managed a smile.


  "Yes—no—I don't know," she said. "Mr. Masters, I'm afraid you've found me at a rather difficult time right now. And I'm in a bit of a hurry."


  "Is something wrong? With you, or your daughter?" he asked instantly.


  "No, no. In fact, I've had some really good news," Jeanne assured him. "It's just that I have some very important decisions to make in the next few days, so I'm distracted, and to tell the truth I can hardly banter with you right now."


  "Then don't banter," he said with a hint of frustration. "I'm a very good listener, so you can talk to me. Won't you please come out with me tonight? Or right now, if you would prefer, we could go have a light luncheon at the Cotton Coffeehouse. But I'd much rather have a leisurely dinner at the Courtier. I promise I won't keep you out late."


  Jeanne frowned. "I don't—right now, I'm—it's very confusing, you see—"


  "No, I don't see. It's not confusing at all to me," he said forcefully. "My carriage will be waiting at Main and Overton, at six o'clock, Mrs. Bettencourt. I hope you will be there. Now, may I take you home, if that's where you're going?"


  "No, I have an appointment down at the docks," Jeanne said, "and no, I'll walk. And I'm not at all sure about meeting you tonight, Mr. Masters."


  "Six o'clock, Main and Overton," he repeated firmly. "Good afternoon, Mrs. Bettencourt."


  With a yank on the brim of his hat, he turned and went around the corner to the front of the hotel. Jeanne continued walking, and found that she was amused. She wouldn't go, of course. But then again, why not? Seeing him and having that brief conversation had been the only time in two days that she wasn't worried to distraction about the Helena Rose. Of course he would look like a fool, tooling around with her in a fine carriage, but what was that to her? He was a grown man, that was his lookout. She decided she would ask for the most expensive item on the Courtier Restaurant's menu.


  With that she went back to gnawing on her problems as she fought her way down to the docks. She was surprised when she looked up and was standing in front of the boat. In spite of the cruel wind, she had been so deep in thought the entire walk that she had barely seen or noticed anything. There was no one in sight on either deck, so she called out "Helena Rose! Coming aboard!" She started down the gangplank, and the door to the boiler room opened and Roberty came out.


  "Hi!" Roberty said, beaming. Jeanne was taken aback, for she had never seen a truly happy smile on his face. His face and hands were clean, his cheeks had a little color, and his normally unkempt tow-colored hair was neatly combed. "Me and Ezra and Vinnie are back here in the boiler room, I mean the firebox, 'cause Clint said we could go ahead and steam 'er up since it's so cold. And he said to tell you when you got here that he's upstairs, I mean up on the Texas deck."


  "You sound like a riverman already. I assume you made it all right with Mr. Givens last night?" Jeanne had been exhausted when she left for home last night, and she had just wearily told Roberty to stay on the boat.


  Roberty nodded. "Ol' Ezra don't talk nice, but he really is nice. He makes good macaroni. I slept with Leo. I mean, he slept in my bunk with me." He looked up at her anxiously. "Is that okay?"


  "If it's okay with you and Leo, then it's okay with me."


  They went into the boiler room, where Ezra and Vince were playing checkers on an upturned crate, and they came to their feet when Jeanne came in. One of the boilers was throwing off waves of heat, and the small cluttered room was almost hot. Leo lay stretched on the floor underneath the boilers, and he opened one eye and his tail thumped twice when Jeanne greeted them.


  "Please, sit down, Mr. Givens, Mr. Norville. I just wanted to say hello, and to ask you, Mr. Givens, if it inconvenienced you in any way to have Roberty on the boat last night."


  "That young 'un wouldn't trouble a dozing cat," he declared. "He's quiet, he don't ask a hunnerd tomfool questions, he looks after hisself, made up his bunk real nice this morning. Had a nice leetle fire already going in the cookstove when I got up at dawn. He can eat a pile of macaroni, though."


  "We had macaroni for supper last night and breakfast this morning," Roberty told her. "I love macaroni."


  "It's a good thing," Jeanne said lightly, though she was thinking, What is there to eat here? Does Mr. Givens have any money? And if he does, whyever did I just dump Roberty on him and expect him to take care of him?


  "I'm glad you made it all right," she said to Ezra. "We'll all talk later, about the food and things."


  She went up to the Texas deck and found Clint Hardin sitting at the desk in the captain's cabin. Several long narrow books were piled on the desk, open, and there was a messy pile of papers. When she came in, Clint jumped to his feet. "Good afternoon, Mrs. Bettencourt. Look at your cheeks, they're all red. No, what I meant to say was that they have a blush like a rose."


  "Hmm. And I see that your eye has turned a nice azure blue, and your mouth is a pleasing hue of violet," she said pleasantly. She was removing her scarf and mantle as she spoke, and he reached out to take them, and she saw his knuckles. All four on the right hand, and the two middle on the left, were swollen and gaped open in weeping sores. "Good heavens! I thought you said you were a machinist. I was under the silly impression that machinists were required to use their hands and must be able to see."


  He took her things to hang up in the armoire. "Yeah, it helps a lot. That's why I didn't work today. Because of the eye, not the knuckles, I can manage with those." He came back to the desk and held out the straight chair. "Sit down, Mrs. Bettencourt, I've just got to show you all this stuff that Ira Hardin left."


  She sat down and picked up one of the books. "Captain's logs, yes, I do want to look at those."


  "You really do!" he said excitedly. "You know how you told me you knew the Arkansas River? Well, Bull Hardin ran the Arkansas for almost five years. It's all here, all about the freight he had, the stops, the river, the stuff about snags and sandbars and course changes."


  Jeanne nodded. "Yes, that would be what's in the captain's logs, of course."


  "So, there it all is! Of course, he was on the Arkansas years ago—see, this first logbook is 1848—but the five years following are all documented thoroughly. Last two years aren't nearly as thorough; Ezra told me that after his wife died, Bull kinda went to pieces. Anyway, I'll bet that we could still contact some of these shippers—"


  "Stop," Jeanne said quietly, holding up her hand, and he abruptly fell silent. She rose and paced down the room and back, "Mr. Hardin, you are moving much too quickly, and I must tell you that you really have no idea of what you're talking about. Running a riverboat is an extremely complicated endeavor. Making a profit is even harder. Of course I thought a lot about this, but I have to think about it more, much more. And so should you, before making any decision."


  He studied her. "I don't see it that way. You're talking about deciding whether to live on this boat and work her, or sell her off. To me that's a simple decision. I don't want to sell the Rose."


  "But you know nothing about the river! And though I don't know anything about boilers or engines, I can see that this boat is in good shape, and would probably sell at a good price!" Jeanne argued.


  "So you do want to sell her? Now who's making a snap decision?"


  "I don't want to sell her! I mean, I'm just thinking about it!"


  "Why? I don't want to be rude or anything, but I've told you I have no intention of selling," Clint said calmly. "She might bring a nice price sold outright, but she's not going to be profitable enough that you could sell a fifty-percent interest in her."


  Jeanne propped her hands on her hips and her eyes flashed like ice on ebony. "This is not fair! You're forcing my hand, you're leaving me with no option!"


  "Sorry," he said blithely. "Guess that's a problem with an even 50-50 split."


  "Problem? You're the problem!" Jeanne said rudely. "So you're just going to take off in my boat. And this of course, would be after you've hired a pilot who, by the way, makes at least a hundred dollars a month, and other crewmen, and other expenses . . . and off you merrily go. When you get back, you have no profit to split with me, if you haven't actually lost money. Apparently somehow my fifty percent isn't quite the same as your fifty percent."


  "Look, ma'am, you were excited yesterday, I could see it. You started thinking right away about exactly what I'm talking about. You pilot the boat, I can engineer it, and together we can figure out how to keep her loaded and running. Why don't we forget this nonsense of selling and concentrate on all that?"


  "Because you have no idea what all that is," Jeanne said tightly. "You may know about the engine, I understand that. But you have no idea of what it takes to pilot a steamboat. You have to know the river, better than you know your own face in the mirror. You have to know every foot of it, four ways: up, down, day, night. You have to know every snag, every submerged tree, every shallow, and what's around every bend. It's hard, taxing, stressful work."


  As she spoke his expression changed from vexation to comprehension. "You're scared. That's it, isn't it? You're afraid that you can't do it."


  "I am not!" Jeanne fired back at him. "It's just that I'm an adult, with responsibilities, not a—a—singing machinist! And while we're talking about this, just where were you thinking you'd live while you're swaggering up and down the river?"


  "Where I'll live? Of course I want to live on the Helena Rose. Don't you?"


  "Yes, I do, I love this cabin. And you?" she snapped.


  He shrugged. "Sure, if you like this one you can have it, and all the furniture, too, if you want. The cabin across the hall is the same size, and I'll figure out furniture."


  "So, la-di-da, you think you and I are going to live together," Jeanne said furiously. "I knew it!"


  He retorted angrily, "You knew what? Pardon me, Mrs. Bettencourt, but what has got into that hot head of yours that you think I'm trying to seduce you? What have I said? Or done? Have I even looked at you funny?"


  "Well, no, but—"


  "No," he growled, "I have not. I'm half owner of this boat, and the engineer, and I deserve a cabin, and it has nothing to do with you."


  "But it doesn't look right!" Jeanne countered heatedly.


  "Unless you're planning on having a female crew, that's just part of the deal," he said bluntly.


  Jeanne looked startled. "Oh . . . yes, I see what you mean. That is—I wasn't thinking—about that."


  "Maybe not, but you are talking about living on the Rose, and that means you're thinking about piloting," Clint said with a hint of triumph. "So, can we talk about business now?"


  "What? No. I need time to think," Jeanne said absently as she frowned ferociously and bit her lip.


  "I thought we already covered all that. Now what do we have to think about?"


  "I don't know, I don't know! Now I'm worse than when I got here, and it's all your fault!" Jeanne cried.


  "My fault?" Clint blustered. "How'd that happen?"
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  "YOU DON'T MIND STAYING overnight with the O'Dwyers, do you?" Jeanne asked.


  "'Course not, Mama," Marvel answered happily. "Aideen and Noleen both got dolls for Christmas. Their dolls and Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria are having a weekend party in the country. They're going to dance, and sing, and eat cake and have tea."


  Angus O'Dwyer was rarely home, for he was a crewman on a riverboat. Mrs. O'Dwyer was a good sitter for Marvel. She had six children, from ten years old to the year-old-twins. Her two daughters were six and four, and good company for Marvel. Jeanne paid the O'Dwyers ten cents a week to take care of Marvel, and often she gave them little gifts of food. Today she had bought a whole coconut sponge cake and a half pound of tea to give them. Jeanne had offered to pay Mrs. O'Dwyer extra for Marvel to stay the night, for the O'Dwyers usually went to bed at dark and Jeanne was meeting George Masters at six o'clock, which was after sunset in the winter. But Mrs. O'Dwyer had soundly refused the money, saying that she really should be paying Marvel, because she helped so much with the twins.


  "Mama, I'm glad you're going with Mr. Masters," Marvel said. "I think he's nice. And you look so pretty!"


  "Thank you, little one," Jeanne said. "Maybe sometime we can both go out in the carriage with Mr. Masters again."


  "Okay. Um—Mama? Do you think I could go on over to the O'Dwyers now? Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria don't want to miss cake and tea."


  "Of course." Jeanne bent to kiss her, and Marvel hurried out with her dolls.


  Jeanne went back to look in the mirror, a dark clouded square hung on the wall. Her dark eyes sparkled, and her cheeks were not a chapped red, as Clint Hardin had blurted out that morning, but were flushed a delicate peach. Jeanne didn't own a bonnet, which bothered her in the extreme, for all ladies wore bonnets in public. But she had a bright green grosgrain ribbon she entwined in her curls and tied in a small jaunty bow just above her left ear. Her hair looked particularly well, she thought, with curls piled high at the crown and long ringlets cascading down to her shoulders.


  She sighed when she looked down at her clothes. Jeanne didn't own a dress; she only had white blouses and four skirts: two gray, one dark blue, and one black. One of her blouses had a tiny bit of lace around the collar, and she had decided on that one, with a green tie made of the same ribbon in her hair, and the black skirt with three petticoats. She reflected that she was decidedly unfashionable, for her clothes still looked like a maid's Sunday clothes—which they were—and she had no fashionable Basque jacket or pelisse or bonnet or hoop skirt.


  St. Peter's church bells began to ring the six o'clock hour, and Jeanne hurried to throw on her mantle and scarf. Then she thought wryly, Why am I always hurrying to the sound of bells? And he's probably not there, anyway. He's probably come to his senses and is somewhere with his friends, congratulating himself on his narrow escape from mingling with the commoners . . .


  But he was there, standing outside the carriage, watching up the street. As soon as she appeared, he hurried to her. "I didn't think you'd come," he said happily. "I'm very glad you did."


  "I am, too," she replied, "somewhat to my surprise."


  He tucked her arm securely in his, then pulled her close to shelter her as they hurried to the carriage. The cold wind was still strong, and when it blew from the river it carried little stinging shards of ice. He opened the door to the carriage and helped her inside, then hurriedly climbed in. "Here, this will help, I think. What a bitter night!" He reached over to lay a beautiful fur lap robe over her. To Jeanne it was a curiously personal thing to do, though Masters showed no hint of such as he securely tucked the fur around her. He tapped the ceiling twice with his walking stick, then leaned back in his seat across from her and asked anxiously, "Are you frozen solid?"


  "No, thank you, I'm quite warm now. Do you think we may be the only two fools out and about in this horrible weather?" she asked, her eyes alight.


  "Oh, no, there'll be lots of other fools at the Courtier, I'm sure," he answered, matching her tone. "It's a very popular restaurant. Have you ever been there, Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  "No, I haven't. I've heard it's very grand."


  "I suppose it is," he said carelessly, "but what I like about it is the excellent food and the quality of service. Every waiter treats you as if he were your own private butler."


  "Really? What a treat for me. I've never seen a real live butler," Jeanne said dryly.


  He studied her for long moments. "Mrs. Bettencourt, with your permission, I'd like to speak plainly to you."


  "You have my permission."


  "I would very much like for us to get past this class distinction," he said quietly.


  "But that's ridiculous," Jeanne said instantly. "You're rich—apparently—and I am not. Those are just facts, and it would be silly for me to ignore them."


  "And so that is how you define me, and how you define yourself. I am rich. You are poor. That's all there is to either of us."


  "I didn't say that," Jeanne objected. "It's just that it's an obstacle."


  "Only to you," he shot back. "Not to me. And I have to tell you, Jeanne, that I'm disappointed that you only see me as a sort of mindless puppet, going around spending money. I certainly don't see you as a 'poor' woman. You're intelligent and witty, you're intriguing, you have all the graces of a highborn lady. You are, in fact, a lady that I wish to know better. Couldn't you give me the same consideration?"


  Jeanne thought for a few moments, then said, "As a matter of fact, I can, and I will. From now on I will treat you as a gentleman that I wish to know better."


  "Good," he said with relief. "So let's start over again, shall we?"


  "I'll start over again, there's no need for you to do so, you've been doing just fine. I have been wondering about you, and not just how much money you have," Jeanne said with a smile. "You've been residing in the hotel the entire holidays. Do you have any family?"


  "I have an uncle who lives in Charleston, South Carolina," he said, "and some cousins. My mother died eight years ago, and my father died just this past June."


  "That's not a long time to get over such a loss. Has the holiday season been difficult for you?"


  "In some ways. But as I'm making a new friend that I find is excellent company, and also is lovely to look at, the holiday season is getting better all the time," he said, his blue eyes alight. "If I may be so bold."


  "You may. I'm glad I can provide you some diversion."


  "A lot of diversion," he said solidly. "Very welcome diversion, Jeanne. May I please call you 'Jeanne'?"


  "Now that is bold," Jeanne teased, "and you may. Now tell me about your home. I assume you do have one besides the Gayoso House Hotel?"


  George told her about his plantation, Morecambe, that was ten miles north of Memphis, until they reached the Courtier, a two-story stucco building with every window alight and a wide glassed double-door entry. In the foyer a heavy-lidded, disdainful-looking man standing at a podium came forward to greet them. "Mr. Masters, welcome. And madame," he said with a slight nod, looking Jeanne up and down with a jaundiced eye.


  "Good evening, Martel," George said pleasantly. "I assume you have the table I requested?"


  "Certainly, Mr. Masters. Please follow me."


  The main floor of the restaurant had eight large round tables. Five of them were occupied by families with children, two of them had groups of well-dressed gentlemen engaged in earnest conversation. On each side was an enormous fireplace, six feet high and eight feet wide, with great roaring fires crackling hungrily. Along the side walls and back wall, one floor up, was a gallery. Martel led them up a curved marble staircase to the gallery, and indicated one of the walled alcoves with a small table and two chairs. The table was set up against the balustrade overlooking the main dining room. All of the tables were lit with long white taper candles, and along the velvet-upholstered walls were lanterns with golden yellow shades. The entire room glowed with soft light.


  Martel took George's hat, coat, and gloves and Jeanne's cape and muffler. "Your steward will be here shortly, Mr. Masters," he said with a low bow and disappeared.


  Jeanne looked around with appreciation. "This is lovely. It looks like the great hall of a castle, and we're in the minstrel gallery."


  "I think that's what Kinley had in mind when he built it," George said. "But as I said, it's not the trappings I come for, it's the food. Tell me, what would you like? They have all kinds of roast joints, oysters, salmon, lobster, any kind of soup you can think of, and the vegetables are all fresh. They bring them in from Mexico."


  "Really?" Jeanne said with delight. "Oh, how I miss fresh vegetables in the winter! I don't care for winter fare, cabbages and turnips, and I hate to admit it but I can't abide brussels sprouts."


  "Then you certainly shall not have brussels sprouts. What about meat?"


  "I like beef best of all. Any kind of beef."


  "Then may I recommend we have beef Wellington? It's my particular favorite. Of course, many ladies say that it's too rich and heavy for them," he added deferentially.


  "I don't know what beef Wellington is," Jeanne said, "but since it has the word 'beef' in it, I'm sure I'll like it."


  "It's a very lean roasted joint, covered with pâté de foie gras and mushroom duxelles and then baked in a puff pastry," he said with animation. "Courtier's is the best I've ever had."


  Their starter was a buttery oyster soup, then deviled eggs with a pickled pepper-and-celery relish. The beef Wellington arrived, along with sliced brown carrots, green peas, sautéed onions, and fresh rolls with sweet cream butter. Jeanne took her first bite of beef Wellington and her eyes grew round. "Oh, oh, this is the most delicious morsel I've ever put in my mouth," she said. "I'm afraid now I'll be spoiled, I won't want just plain roasted beef any more."


  "Then we'll have beef Wellington all the time," George said. "That would be fine with me. So, Jeanne, I've been very curious about what you said yesterday, that you've had some good news, and you have some important decisions to make. If you feel you can talk about it, I'd be interested to hear."


  "You know, ordinarily I wouldn't discuss my personal life with a comparative stranger, but I've been feeling very reckless the past few days," Jeanne said, her dark eyes dancing. "I just don't want to bore you."


  "I don't think that's possible, Jeanne," he said gallantly. "Tell me all."


  She told him about Deshler, and about Ira Hardin and inheriting the Helena Rose. "But one complication is that I'm a one-half partner with the most infuriating man," she said, her color high. "I'm beginning to see that a business partnership can be difficult."


  He frowned. "You aren't speaking of an actual working relationship, are you? Surely you're going to sell the Helena Rose, so you're just worried about dealing with splitting the proceeds with this man, correct?"


  "It's more complicated than that. You see, I lived on a riverboat with my parents until I was seventeen. My father owned the boat, and was the pilot and captain. It was wonderful," she said, starry-eyed. "My mother was my tutor, and my father taught me about the river. In fact, he taught me to pilot."


  George's eyebrows shot up. "You can pilot a riverboat?"


  "Yes, I can. It's odd, because the Helena Rose is so much like our boat, the Pearl; they're about the same size, with the same tonnage. Even the pilothouse and captain's cabins are similar. I think piloting the Rose would be much like the Pearl."


  "Surely you can't be thinking of becoming a riverboat pilot!" George exclaimed.


  "But I am," Jeanne said spiritedly. "That's the important decision I was talking about."


  He sat back in his chair, his face a study in surprise. "I don't understand. It's unheard of, Jeanne, a woman piloting a riverboat. You would be subject to all kinds of abuse from rivermen, not to mention the scandal."


  "I don't care about any of that! I'm a chambermaid, George, it's not like I'm a daughter of the Founding Fathers. And as far as abuse from rivermen, I know very well how to handle them. My mother taught me to read and speak and behave with dignity, but my father taught me the river. I can do this, George, and I can do it well."


  Now Jeanne was herself surprised, because she realized that in the afternoon she had been arguing with Clint Hardin about selling the boat, and now she was arguing with George Masters about piloting the boat. But even as she reflected, she suddenly knew that she wanted her and Marvel to live on the Helena Rose, she wanted to get her pilot's license, she wanted to find out how to get freight, she wanted to know everything about making a living with a boat that she owned. "I'm going to do it," she told George with a bright smile. "Just now, I've realized that this is a blessing from the Lord, and I'd be crazy to sell the Rose."


  "Well then," he said, sitting up again and spearing a chunk of beef Wellington, "I think you should do it. If anyone can do it, you can. I've seen that already. And what's more, Jeanne, I'll help you."


  "Would you?" she said with delight. "Can you?"


  "I might be a stuffy old thing," he said ruefully, "but I've got a few tricks up my sleeve. I predict that within two weeks Captain Jeanne Bettencourt will rule the river!"


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN
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  "Marvel, this is Mr. Clint Hardin that I've told you about," Jeanne said.


  Marvel made her little curtsey-bob; Clint instantly went down on one knee so that he would be eye-level with her. "Marvel, I'm pleased to meet you," he said. "Welcome to the Helena Rose. I hear you're going to be our captain?"


  Marvel giggled. "I'm not the captain, my mama is. Do you remember me? I remember you, you're the Singing Man. You winked at me."


  "I sure do. You and your mama were at the Christmas Regale, and I saw you. You had holly and ivy garlands, and I thought you looked like beautiful fairy spirits of Christmas," he said. "I winked because you have to let the fairies know you see them when they magically appear."


  "We're not fairies, we're real," Marvel said gravely.


  "Ah, I know that now, but I didn't on Christmas Eve," he said. "So just to be safe I had to wink."


  Marvel nodded knowingly, then held up her doll. "This is my doll I got for Christmas. I named her Avaymaria."


  "Did you? That's a very pretty name."


  "I named her after your song," Marvel said earnestly. "I think that song was the best song I ever heard. Would you please sing it to me?"


  "Not now, little one," Jeanne said hastily as Clint rose, grinning. "You haven't met the rest of the crew yet. This is Mr. Ezra Givens, our fireman, and Roberty, our deckhand."


  Marvel and Ezra Givens exchanged hellos, but Marvel immediately went to Roberty's side. "Mama said you've been bringing us wood this winter. That's good because it's cold. How do you know how to be a deckhand?"


  "Ezra's teaching me," he said shyly. "It was nice of your ma to give me a job."


  "She is nice," Marvel said. "Where's Leo? Mama's told me all about Leo."


  "We can go wake him up, if your mama says it's all right." Roberty looked up at Jeanne. "He's asleep in the boiler room."


  "Marvel, do you want to see Leo before you see our cabin?" Jeanne asked doubtfully.


  "Yes, ma'am, I'm so excited we have a dog! Where did you say he is?" she asked Roberty.


  "He's in the boiler room, but on the river we call it the firebox," he explained, now with a slightly superior air.


  With amusement Jeanne said, "Well, Roberty, since you probably know more than I do about the boat, why don't you show Marvel around? Mr. Hardin and I have a lot of business to discuss. Ezra, you'll keep an eye out, won't you?"


  "Sure thing, ma'am. She's a purty leetle mite, no bigger'n a butterfly," Ezra said. "I'll watch out for her." They all went into the boiler room, and Marvel squealed as soon as she saw Leo, threw herself across him, and kissed him right on the mouth.


  "I didn't see her kiss that dog on the mouth, did I?" Jeanne said darkly as they went up the stairs to what was now Jeanne's cabin. "That does it, I'm going to wash her mouth out with carbolic soap."


  "Aw, a little dog slobber never hurt anyone," Clint said. "I think you're joshing anyway. You are, aren't you?"


  "Of course, I would never do that to Marvel." They went into the cabin and sat down at the desk, for Jeanne had mentioned that it would be nice for them both to be able to sit there, instead of her craning her neck up to look at him all the time. The next time she'd come to the boat, a second plain straight chair had appeared. Jeanne had forgotten to ask Clint about it, or to thank him.


  "I was beginning to wonder if I still had a partner," he said. "It's been a week since I saw you at Deshler's." They had met the previous Thursday at Deshler's office to sign all the papers, go through all the legal documents, and get their cash. Jeanne had told Clint then that she had indeed decided to pilot the Rose, and she would let him know when she and Marvel would be moving in.


  "I have literally been so busy I couldn't get time to come down here," she admitted. "I had to keep working for three days. I gave them two weeks' notice, but I have a friend that arranged for me to be able to leave without any recriminations. Marvel even had to remind me that it was New Year's Eve. Happy New Year, by the way. What about you? Have you been working? Are you moved in yet?"


  "We had a job that had to be finished before I could leave. I've been working for Mr. Warner for ten years, so I couldn't just ride off into the sunset. We finished up that job a couple of days ago, and I moved in yesterday afternoon. Want to come see my cabin? I've got new furniture."


  "No, thank you," Jeanne said frostily. "The only thing I'm adding to our cabin is a dining room table and four chairs. They're supposed to be delivered tomorrow morning, and Marvel and I will be moving in tomorrow afternoon."


  "You want me and Ezra and Vinnie to come move you?" Clint offered. "I know where we can rent a cart."


  "That's not necessary, all we're bringing are our trunks, and I have a friend with a carriage. He's going to bring us."


  "Okay," Clint said tentatively. "Then what are we going to do? Live happily ever after?"


  "Are you ever serious about anything at all?" Jeanne said sharply. "I've been working on getting the Helena Rose on the river, and I have accomplished a lot. When my friend brings us to the Rose tomorrow, I want you to meet with us, and we'll discuss it all then."


  "What friend? Discuss what?" Clint demanded.


  "Our plans for the Helena Rose."


  "What our? I'm your partner, remember? Don't you think you might let me in on our plans?"


  "Oh. Yes, I see what you're saying," Jeanne said thoughtfully. "But to tell the truth, I'd feel much better if we discuss everything with Mr. Masters. It'll just be tomorrow afternoon, Mr. Hardin. I'm sure you can wait until then."
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  CLINT DIDN'T HAVE MUCH of a choice, so he waited until the next afternoon and watched with a jaundiced eye as Jeanne, Marvel, and their trunks drove up in an elegant barouche box with glassed windows. Marvel's shining face was at one of the windows, and suddenly Clint recalled seeing her in that same carriage, after the Regale, on Main Street. Mr. Masters must be a good friend indeed, if they had spent Christmas Eve with him. Clint wondered about him and Jeanne, for it was unusual, he knew, for a chambermaid/female riverboat pilot to have such a well-to-do "friend." Eve Poynter Maxfield's face rose up in front of his eyes, but then he told himself that he had never ridden in Eve's carriage, certainly not in public. He had been visiting her this past week, while her parents were in the country, but he always came in the tradesman's back entrance to the house.


  Marvel ran up the gangplank, with Jeanne and Masters following more decorously behind. Jeanne had on new clothes, Clint noted, a maroon skirt with a matching short cape. She was wearing a new bonnet that he thought was hideous.


  "Mr. Hardin, I have the pleasure of introducing you to Mr. George Masters," Jeanne said when they reached him. "Mr. Masters, this is my partner, and the engineer of the Helena Rose, Mr. Clinton Hardin."


  Clint stuck out his hand, and Masters shook it firmly. He was dressed in a dark blue frock coat, black trousers with a sharply-pressed seam, spit-shined half boots, and a black silk top hat. Clint was wearing his work clothes, as always, a blue flannel shirt over a cotton undershirt, canvas duck trousers, and his old brogans. He had been working in the engine room, and had oil smudges on the knees of his breeches, and that bothered him. At least his hands were clean. And George Masters' hands were as soft as a woman's, he noted smugly.


  "Masters," he said.


  "Mr. Hardin, a pleasure to meet you," George said pleasantly.


  "Mr. Clint, Mr. Masters remembers you," Marvel said excitedly. "We talked about you riding home in the carriage after the Regale. He said you sing really good."


  "Really well," Jeanne corrected her.


  "Thanks," Clint said shortly to Masters.


  Jeanne gave him a cautious glance, then said brightly, "Marvel, why don't we go find Roberty? I'm sure wherever Roberty is, Leo will be with him."


  "Okay, Mama. But 'member, I live here now, so you don't have to tell me where to go all the time," Marvel reminded her. "I already know where everything is." She ran into the boiler room and they heard her call, "Roberty! I'm home!"


  Jeanne smiled, then asked Clint, "Was the table delivered today?"


  "Yes, ma'am, and the four chairs. We put them in your cabin. If you don't like how we fixed it, we'll move it around."


  Jeanne, George, and Clint went up to the cabin, and Jeanne surveyed the room with satisfaction. The desk was still underneath the windows along the back wall, the dining table was in the center of the room, and the two armchairs and tea table were down by the bed, across from the armoire. Jeanne had bought a wool carpet with an embroidered rose motif that covered the end of the room where the chairs and armoire were. The room looked homey and comfortable, and it was delightfully warm. Clint had been keeping one boiler fired up, and it heated the entire boat. "That's perfect, thank you, Mr. Hardin," Jeanne said with satisfaction. "Now, one reason I wanted this table is for a worktable, since my desk is small. Please, gentlemen, sit down." She took off her bonnet and cape, then took Master's hat and gloves. "George? We forgot about the trunks. All of our papers are in there."


  "Yes, of course," he said, hastily rising again. "I'll go get the driver to bring them up."


  "Don't worry about it, George," Clint said airily. "I'll take care of the manual labor."


  He sauntered out, and George resumed his seat. Jeanne joined him and said, "I told you he's impossible."


  "Maybe. But I have to say that we've put him in an awkward position, Jeanne. Can't blame a man for having a little resentment in this situation."


  "What situation?" Jeanne demanded. "After all, you've done nothing but help."


  "I've helped you," he countered. "To him, I've just come aboard his boat without a by-your-leave."


  "So let's say you came on board my half of the boat at my by-your-leave, and I now extend you an open invitation to board any time you want."


  "Yes, I'm sure that will make Mr. Hardin feel much better," George said with a chuckle.


  Clint and Ezra came in then, carrying Jeanne's and Marvel's trunks. Jeanne said, "Just put them over here, please." They put them down by the armoire, and Ezra made a quick bow and scooted out. Jeanne opened her trunk and took out a logbook, a sheaf of papers, and several rolled maps and dumped them all on the table. "You see, Mr. Hardin, I know the Arkansas River, but I don't know the Mississippi. And that was the problem. The big problem."


  "Why is that?" Clint asked. "You learned the Arkansas, you can learn the Mississippi, right?"


  "I could, in a couple of years, if I was a cub on a boat with a good pilot," Jeanne answered.


  "Ah. That is a problem," Clint said.


  "And another problem is that I don't have a pilot's license," Jeanne went on. "The Steamboat Act that was passed in 1852 requires all boats to have a licensed pilot. So pilots started taking cubs, and when they felt that the cub was expert enough, usually after a two-year period, as I said, they would certify to the marine inspector that the apprentice was a qualified pilot, and he would get his license."


  Clint frowned. "Is there any good news in this anywhere?"


  Jeanne smiled warmly at George Masters. "Thanks to Mr. Masters, it's all good news. He knows a pilot that is going to take me on a short cruise to Helena, then down to Napoleon Trading Post, and then back here, and then certify me to the marine inspector, who is a friend of his. Also, this pilot has kindly consented to coach me on this trip, because with the freight runs Mr. Masters has worked out for us, between here and Napoleon is going to be the only stretch of the Mississippi River I'll have to learn."


  Clint leaned forward and clasped his fists on the table. His knuckles had healed up, but they still had red lumpy scar tissue. "Okay, first, what is Napoleon Trading Post?"


  "That's a settlement right where the Arkansas comes into the Mississippi," George explained. He unrolled a map, then pointed. "You see? It's nothing but a collection of log huts, but it's been settled since de Soto's time. There are even some Choctaw Indians left there."


  Clint ran his finger down the wide green swath of the Mississippi River, then pointed. "Are you telling me that this is the Arkansas River, right here?"


  "It is. It's really better than it looks."


  "It looks like a skinny wriggling worm," Clint rasped. "And you can pilot that?"


  Jeanne looked uncomfortable. "It is difficult from Napoleon to Pine Bluff," she admitted. "But I've done it many times. It's just a matter of knowing the river, and concentrating while you're navigating it. The Arkansas is much smaller than the Mississippi, much narrower, it flows faster, and in many places it's much deeper. But there aren't nearly as many steamboats on the Arkansas River, mainly because only the smaller ones can navigate it. And that has proved to be a big advantage for us."


  Clint studied the map for a few moments, then murmured, "I see. Pine Bluff, Little Rock, Fort Smith, those are all sizable towns. If there are only a few steamboats servicing them I would imagine freight would be fairly easy to come by."


  "Last year only thirteen boats went to Little Rock," Masters said. "I guarantee you the Rose will have freight."


  "I'm not going to Fort Smith," Jeanne said curtly. "But Mr. Masters has figured out how we can have profitable runs to Little Rock and back. Mr. Masters is friends with the Memphis postmaster, and he was able to get us a contract to carry the mail, Memphis to Helena to Pine Bluff to Little Rock, and of course it's a turnaround each trip. That means we pick up both coming and going."


  "Yeah, I've heard of that," Clint said dryly. "How much does it pay?"


  "Only ten dollars per stop/per trip," Jeanne said, "so it's eighty dollars round trip."


  "Not bad for a few sacks of mail," Clint said thoughtfully. "We'll have room to haul plenty of other cargo, if we can get it."


  "We can," Jeanne said. "Mr. Masters says that Little Rock and Pine Bluff are crying for any finished goods, any textiles, any processed foods like tinned vegetables and fruit, and any coal deliveries in the winter are snatched right up."


  "And for return freight, Little Rock has the best crushed stone mines in the United States," Masters said. "Their problem has always been transport. You can pick up all the crushed stone you can hold any time of the year. With that, and lumber out of Pine Bluff, the Rose should be able to stay loaded all the time."


  Clint said with interest, "You know, crushed stone and lumber are heavy loads, and we're not a big boat. But we can carry a lot for our size. The Rose draws six inches empty and only ten inches loaded. That'll work on the Arkansas River, right?"


  "Oh, yes," Jeanne assured him. "As I said, it's narrower, but deeper."


  "Sounds like you've got it all worked out. Thank you, Mr. Masters. I appreciate your help," Clint said sincerely. "But I just have one question. Where are you going to find this angelic pilot that's going to babysit us for a couple of days? And how much is he going to cost us?"


  "There is an excellent pilot that I've already spoken to, and he's very happy to assist Mrs. Bettencourt. He won't charge you anything at all. His name is Francis Buckner."


  Incredulously, Clint said, "Buck Buckner's name is Francis? And you say he's going to do us a favor, out of the goodness of his heart? I find that hard to believe."


  Masters gave him a dry smile. "Believe it, Mr. Hardin. He works for me, you see. I'm half owner of the Lady Vandivere."
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  BY THE TIME THEY finished their meeting, Clint had thawed enough towards George Masters to offer to take him on a tour of the boiler room and engine room. Masters had accepted the offer with a good will, though Jeanne was sure she saw a flash of panic on his face before he did. He'll probably die of embarrassment if he gets a smudge on his fine frock coat, she thought whimsically. I doubt he's ever seen a steam boiler in his life.


  Jeanne took out her list, which was long and complicated, and decided to do the hardest thing first: the galley. She had to take stock of what they had, make a list of what they needed, and then go shopping for it all. Sighing, she went down the hall. The door was open, and Ezra Givens stood at the counter grinding a loaf of sugar through a sieve. Roberty and Marvel sat close together on two stools, peeling potatoes. Leo's long gangly body lay against the wall underneath the far counter, his head resting on a sack of coffee beans. He looked up and saw her, gave her his usual two-thump with his tail, and wearily laid back down. "Does that dog ever move except to change sleeping places?" she asked.


  "He pretty much finds out warm cubbyholes to lie up in winter," Ezra said thoughtfully. "Come spring and summer he gets right frisky."


  "Leo, frisky? This I must see. Marvel, your hands are red and they're going to get chapped," Jeanne warned.


  "But I'm learning how to peel potatoes, you wouldn't ever let me do it," she objected. "I'm being really careful, I promise. Can't I please, Mama?"


  "My child is begging me to let her peel potatoes," Jeanne said to Ezra. "You don't think I've spoiled her, do you?"


  "No, ma'am," he answered sturdily. "Seems to me like she's been brung up just fine."


  "Thank you, Ezra. Now, maybe you can help me. We're going to go on a four-day run day after tomorrow, and I know that we need to stock the galley. I don't have any idea how much food to buy, or what kind of food to buy, and if we need any pots or pans or utensils. So I need to make a shopping list, and I suppose I'll spend all day tomorrow cooking," she finished half to herself.


  "Well, yes ma'am, I can help you with all that 'cause it's already did," Ezra said. "Clint's done bought food, I mean, and all the fixins we need like salt and sugar and seasonings. I sorta got to cooking for Bull and the crew, and so there it is. No need for you to be cooking, Miz Bettencourt, unless you just have a hankering to."


  "No, I don't have a hankering to," Jeanne said with vast relief. "But how can you work the boat and be the cook at the same time?"


  "Can't, 'less you take on another crewman," Ezra said succinctly.


  Jeanne nodded. "Yes, I agree, it takes at least three deckhands, doesn't it? I'll talk to Mr. Hardin about it. Marvel, are you sure you're not tired? The cabin's all fixed, you could take a nap."


  "Do I have to?" she complained. "I'd rather peel potatoes."


  "Then I'll leave you to it," Jeanne said with amusement. "If any of you see Mr. Hardin, would you ask him to come up to the cabin, please?"


  She went back up to her papers and was poring over a map when Clint knocked once and came in. "Masters doesn't know a boiler from a reach rod," he said with satisfaction. "He's a nice toff, though."


  "He's not a toff," Jeanne argued.


  "He is. He can't help it. Anyway, I'm grateful to him for everything he's done. It's come in handy, you being friends with the man that owns the Lady Vandivere. And the mail. And all of the crushed stone and lumber in Arkansas."


  "Silly. No one owns the mail," Jeanne replied. "I've been down to the galley and talked to Ezra. Thank you so much for taking care of the food and supplies. You know, we really should start keeping records of the expenses we incur for the boat."


  "Yeah, I'm keeping up with my end. We'll need to get a system going," Clint said. "But not now. I wanted to talk to you about hiring my buddy Vince Norville. He's been a roustabout for years. I know that doesn't mean he knows about crewing a boat, but he sure knows more than I did when I first walked onto the Rose."


  Jeanne nodded. "If you think he'll be good help, then by all means hire him. And that reminds me, I haven't thanked you for letting me take on Roberty. I just couldn't think of what else to do with him."


  "Way I see it, it's not a question of you doing anything with him. He's young and yeah, he's kinda small, but that boy works. If he doesn't have something to do he comes and begs for chores. Feed him some good solid food, fatten him up, give him a warm place to sleep, he'll do fine."


  "That's a great relief to me. I've been worrying about him for a long time. Thank you."


  "No, no thanks needed," Clint said dismissively. "So, Mrs. Bettencourt, are you ready?"


  "Mr. Hardin, I am ready!"
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  SATURDAY DAWNED, A COLD and crisp day with a cheerful sun. George Masters walked up the gangplank, taking measured steps, rhythmically tapped out with his gold eagle's-head walking stick. Behind him Buck Buckner ambled along, looking over the Helena Rose with a disdainful expression. Jeanne and Clint met them, and after desultory introductions Jeanne took Masters's arm and led him to her cabin, while Clint and Buck went up to the pilothouse.


  "Never thought you'd be working for me, Buck," Clint needled him.


  "And don't think it now," he retorted. "I wouldn't do this for anyone but my owner."


  "Masters says you're doing it because you're such a charitable man. That's when I was sure it must be someone else, not Buck Buckner. Oh, I forgot! It was Francis Buckner we were talking about!"


  "If you mention that name again I'm going to beat you senseless," Buckner said casually.


  "Uh—you might have a little problem there, Buck. Remember me? Clint the Flint Fist?"


  "So I'll pay someone else to beat you senseless. And just so you won't worry about me, my man, there's no charity about it. Masters is paying me top dollar for this little scheme," Buckner said, opening the door of the wheelhouse and looking around. "So this is it, huh?"


  "This is it. What do you think?"


  Buck turned to him and crossed his arms. "I think this little hopped-up flatboat isn't going to make you a wooden nickel, Hardin. Don't you have any good sense? Running a riverboat with a bloomin' petticoat for a pilot?"


  "She wouldn't like you to call her a bloomin' petticoat," Clint warned him. "I wouldn't do it if I were you. She's tougher than she looks."


  Buckner shrugged. "I'll call her Royal Exalted Highness if it makes her happy. But she'll never be able to cut it, you know that. It's a man's world, and no pilot on this river or any other is going to put up with a female pilot."


  "You are," Clint said idly.


  Buck's smooth brow lowered, but before he could say anything Jeanne and George Masters came into the pilothouse. "Everything in order, Mr. Buckner?" George asked.


  "It would seem so, sir. She's a fine, neat little boat," Buckner said politely. Behind Jeanne, Clint rolled his eyes at him.


  "Good, good," George murmured.


  Jeanne stepped up to the wheel and Buckner turned, solicitously leaning over her as she told him, "Just so we're very clear, Mr. Buckner, I'd like to go over the points and markers before we go. It's been a long time since I've been down the river."


  "I'm sure you'll do fine, Mrs. Bettencourt," he said courteously. "Would you like to go over the charts?"


  Clint left them then, and George Masters settled down on the bench, his top hat tipped back a little, his legs crossed, and his manicured hands resting on his cane.


  "That's correct, Mrs. Bettencourt, President's Island, Council Bluff, Cottonwood Grove, Island Number 60," Buck was saying, pointing to her waterway chart. "Helena's just past there. It's about seventy-five miles to Helena—that's five hours—and from there eighty to the mouth of the Arkansas, another five hours. Do I understand that you want to stay in Napoleon Trading Post overnight? Because I don't think they have a hotel or anything there."


  "No, I'm afraid we've had a misunderstanding," Jeanne said quickly. "I have no intention of steaming the Rose at fifteen miles an hour. We're not racing, Mr. Buckner. And the way we have our freight worked out, there's no need; we're on a four-day run to Little Rock, and that means overnight in Helena, Napoleon, and Pine Bluff. That suits me just fine, because I have no intention of staying at the wheel for more than eight hours at a time."


  Buckner shrugged. "Whatever you say, Mrs. Bettencourt."


  "That's very kind of you, Mr. Buckner," Jeanne said gratefully. "Naturally, we'll pay for your hotel in Helena. At Napoleon, I'm afraid you'll have to bunk in the crew quarters."


  Seeing the expression on Buckner's face, George said quickly, "I apologize that I didn't make it quite clear to you, Mr. Buckner. I'm sure we can work out any adjustments needed."


  Buckner's face cleared. "That's fine, Mr. Masters. Mrs. Bettencourt, we'll just go with your schedule, ma'am. Your boat, your call."


  Jeanne turned to Masters. "I can't thank you enough, George. I can't tell you how much this means to me and to Marvel."


  He rose and bowed deeply, doffing his hat. "Ma'am, it has been a particular pleasure working with you, and I'm glad to do anything to make you happy. Mr. Buckner, I know you'll take very good care of Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  "Of course, sir."


  George nodded and replaced his hat. "I'll say good-bye then, Jeanne. I'll see you when you get back, I'll be waiting."


  After he left, Buckner turned to Jeanne. "Your pilothouse, your call, ma'am."


  The Helena Rose backed away from the Memphis shore, shivered a little as she filled, then she slipped into the lazy brown waters of the Mississippi River. As they started downriver, Jeanne breathed, "At last!"


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT
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  Buck Buckner proved to be a good river tutor for Jeanne; he was professional, though a bit cool. He stood by the wheel, arms crossed, saying very little except for pointing out the landmarks and snags and currents. Jeanne was surprised at how much she remembered of the Mississippi between Memphis and the Arkansas River mouth. She was also surprised at how extremely weary she was after piloting for eight hours. But she told herself that that would get better.


  After their four-day trip, Jeanne was feeling like an old hand when she pulled the Helena Rose up to the familiar docks at Memphis. Buckner turned to her and smiled, a tight controlled expression. "You did very well, ma'am. Good luck to you and the Rose. You're going to need it." It was the only smile, and the only hint of his attitude he had given her the entire trip.


  Jeanne went down to the main deck. Marvel immediately clasped her legs, and the others crowded around her. "You did real good, Captain Jeanne," Clint said, extending his hand, and Jeanne readily shook it.


  Ezra, Roberty, and Vince all congratulated her, calling her 'Captain Jeanne', and Jeanne decided to let the rather impertinent nickname stand. "You're a good crew," she told them. "I appreciate you all very much."


  They all talked excitedly until Clint looked over Jeanne's shoulder and said, "The toff is here, Cap'n."


  "He's not a toff," Jeanne said with gritted teeth, then went to meet George Masters at the gangplank. "I did it, George!" she exclaimed. "I can't believe it!"


  He tucked her hand into his arm and said warmly, "I can believe it. I passed Mr. Buckner back there, and he tells me you're a good, solid pilot." They slowly walked to the railing on the main deck and stood talking quietly.


  Clint and Vince exchanged meaningful glances, while Ezra said, "You Roberty and you Miss Marvel, I'm thinking I might roast up that big fat ham for celebratin' tonight. I could use some help." He led them to the stairs, their young voices piping excitedly about some promised fried apples.


  Vince said to Clint, "Looks like the captain's going to be occupied for awhile. Want to go check in at the Bell and Whistle?"


  "Sure," Clint agreed, watching Jeanne and Masters thoughtfully. "But don't start a fight this time, Vinnie. My knuckles have just now healed up."


  "I keep telling you to carry a gun. All you have to do is wave it around a little, puts a stop to all the nonsense."


  "Then why do I keep getting dragged into saloon brawls with you all the time?"


  "Aw, admit it, it's fun. You brawl all the time, Clint the Flint Fist."


  "Yeah, but that's because people give me money for it."


  Jeanne and George, still arm-in-arm, joined Clint and Vince. Jeanne said, "We're going to pick up our first load Tuesday, Mr. Hardin. It's all set. May I ask if you'll be on the boat tomorrow?"


  "I was planning on it," Clint answered. "Why, did you need something?"


  Jeanne glanced up at George hesitantly, but he merely smiled at her. Finally with some difficulty Jeanne said, "Mr. Masters has invited me to visit his home tomorrow. But someone needs to be here, just in case there's any business that needs to be done with the shippers or suppliers. And then there's Marvel . . . I suppose I need to take her to the O'Dwyers."


  "Why? The Rose is her home, and she's got the whole crew wrapped around her little pinky finger," Clint said. "She'll be fine here. And yes, I'll be glad to take care of anything that comes up, Captain Jeanne."
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  AS JEANNE WALKED DOWN the gangplank to meet George, she saw that he had traveled in a new carriage. It was bigger than the one he had borrowed, with brass lanterns and door latches, and the body painted midnight blue. The driver was a dignified-looking black man with his coachman's cloak and tall gray top hat. It was hitched to a couple of dappled horses that pranced and snorted, their breath making little steam bursts in the cold air. George helped her into the carriage and then got in and as always tucked a fur around her lap.


  "This is a new carriage," Jeanne said. "Did you buy it?"


  "No, Dr. Hightower just got tired of loaning me his barouche. I sent word to the plantation and instructed my driver to bring my own carriage into town yesterday. Do you like it?"


  "Oh, yes, it's as big as a parlor," Jeanne said. "And the seats are so much more comfortable."


  "They are, aren't they? I think Hightower skimped a little on his padding. So, Jeanne, now we have time. Tell me all about your trip."


  They talked all the way about Jeanne's experience piloting again, about Buck Buckner, about the Helena Rose and her upcoming first freight run. After about two hours George glanced out the window and said, "Well, there's my home. How do you like it?"


  Jeanne was ready for something better than ordinary but was taken aback at the sight of Morecambe, the Masters family plantation. A long sweeping drive lined with massive oaks and broad enough for three carriages led up a gentle slope to the mansion crowning it.


  Morecambe House was a two-story building with white Corinthian columns across the front and along both sides. A balcony, set off by an ornate iron grill painted black ran all the way around the second floor. Tall wide windows could be seen on both floors of the house, with pale blue shutters breaking the luminous white of the stucco. The steeply pitched roof ran up to a center point broken by three gables on each side. High-rising chimneys capped with curving covers of brick added further beauty to the building. They pulled up in front of the house, and a black servant wearing a butler's tie and tails came out to open the carriage door, bowing deeply as Jeanne alighted.


  George and Jeanne mounted the steps and the pair of enormous oak doors opened as if by magic. As they passed into the foyer Jeanne saw two black maids curtseying by the open doors. Jeanne's attention was immediately drawn to a broad, graceful stairway leading up to the second floor. The entrance hall and the staircase were of marble with a twilight gray swirl, and the elaborate wrought-iron stair railing looked like black lace.


  A dignified-looking lady in her fifties came up to them and George said, "This is Mrs. Rawlings, my housekeeper." The lady nodded and took their hats and coats. George asked Jeanne, "Would you like to see the house?"


  "Yes, very much."


  George led Jeanne around the first floor of the house and the tour included a somber, well-stocked library, with glassed cases and busts of Roman emperors displayed. "I haven't spent much time in here," George admitted.


  "I think I would have a hard time ever leaving this room," Jeanne said. There must have been four or five hundred books.


  "You're a big reader, are you? A bluestocking," he teased. "You've surprised me again, Jeanne. How about we take a look at my favorite room?"


  She followed him across the hall, and he opened the double doors. "The dining room," he said with a boyish grin. "You might know it would be my favorite."


  It was at least twenty by twenty-two feet in size and floored from wall to wall with Aubusson carpet. The walls were wallpapered in gold with a bright green fleur-de-lis pattern. At the far end, overlooking the front grounds, were twelve-foot-high glassed French doors. On each side was a fireplace, the marble mantles holding pairs of silver George III six-light candelabras on a spreading circular base. Candle chandeliers of silver and crystal hung over the dining table, which was of mahogany and seated twelve. Lining the walls were Elizabethan carved chairs that looked like small thrones. "What an elegant room," Jeanne breathed.


  "It's not really my favorite," George admitted. "It's far too formal. We have a smaller family dining room that I like to use unless I have a number of guests. In fact, that's where I told Mrs. Rawlings to serve dinner tonight. I hope that's all right with you."


  "Oh, but I was so looking forward to being stranded about a mile and a half from you at the end of that monstrous table," Jeanne said.


  "Sorry, I had something a little closer in mind. Over here, across the hall, is the ballroom." The empty room, with gleaming oak flooring, had a graceful arched entryway. George continued, "This comes in handy for big parties. In the summer we sometimes have as many as fifty or sixty of our neighbors come for two or three days. We have picnics and barbecues, hunting and archery, horse races, things like that, and dancing at night."


  "It's very beautiful! I never saw a house with its own ballroom. You didn't build this house, did you, George?"


  "No, my great-grandfather did. We've added onto it, though. In fact, it was my father that added the ballroom. He did love dancing."


  "You must miss him very much."


  "I do," George said quietly. "He was a good man, and a good father."


  He then led her upstairs, where there were nine bedrooms, all roomy and grandly furnished. Jeanne's mind whirled. Even the smallest bedroom was much bigger than her room at the Pinch. But she was careful to say nothing like that; ever since she had come to understand that it was she, not George, who was so mindful of the difference in their stations, she had determined not to be so class-conscious. She admired all the rooms, and George led her back downstairs. "I'd like to take you on a tour of the plantation. I have an open landau that I thought you might like. It's sort of like a sleigh, only without the snow. But it is cold today, so we can put the top up if you wish."


  "No, I'd love the open landau," Jeanne said. "It's a still day, with no wind, and the sun is warm. I think we'd be perfectly comfortable."


  "I was hoping you'd say that," he said with pleasure. "In fact, I ordered Marcus, my coachman, to go ahead and bring the landau around."


  They put on their outerwear again and went outside. A long black carriage drawn by two white horses and the mum coachman waited for them. It seated four, and instead of George sitting five feet across from her he settled in beside her. "May I?" he asked.


  "Of course. How many horses do you have?" Jeanne asked curiously as they went around the graveled drive that circled the house.


  "Eighteen carriage and saddle horses, and twelve farm horses."


  "You have thirty horses," Jeanne couldn't help but say. "And how many carriages?"


  "Four: the barouche, the landau, a stanhope, and a gig."


  "That is a lot of carriages for one man," Jeanne observed.


  "I don't plan on being one man forever," he said lightly.


  Jeanne cocked her head and asked, "You've never been married, have you? May I ask why?"


  He frowned slightly. "I was engaged, once. I was twenty, and I asked a young lady to marry me. But as soon as we became engaged, she changed. I don't like to speak ill of a lady; all I'll say is that as the year of our engagement went on, I came to realize that I had asked her to marry me because it just seemed the thing to do, to settle down and have a family. I didn't love her. I tried to make the best of it, you know, but after a while she knew of my feelings, or lack of them, and she released me. It was a very good thing for both of us. She's happily married now, with two children."


  "But what about you? There's been no one since then?"


  "No one I wanted to marry," he said delicately. "Because I've never been in love. Enough about me. What about you, Jeanne? You've never said anything about your husband."


  Jeanne turned from him and looked straight ahead. "I know. He was a soldier, and he died."


  "I see," George said, though he didn't. In a lighter tone he went on, "Here we are in one of our pecan orchards. It was an excellent harvest this year. As you can see, the trees are still making."


  Jeanne roused out of her brown study to look around. "Oh, they are. The ground is still covered with them! May we pick some?"


  "What? You mean, you pick them up yourself?" George said, startled.


  "Yes, George. And it wouldn't hurt you to pick a few either," Jeanne said mischievously. "Mm—Marcus? Isn't that your name, sir?" she called to the driver. "Would you stop here, please?"


  The coachman pulled to a stop and turned to look at Masters with stunned surprise. "It's all right, Marcus," he said, alighting and handing out Jeanne. "I am ordered to pick pecans."


  "Yes, sir," the coachman said blankly.


  Jeanne bent down and picked up eight plump nuts without having to take a step. George took two of them and cracked them easily between his palms. Holding them out he said, "Try them."


  Jeanne popped the fat morsel into her mouth and said, "Oh, they're good. I always loved pecans."


  "We've got barrels of them at the house," he said. "I'll send you home with all you want."


  She looked up at him and asserted, "You're not going to pick any up, are you, George?"


  "It's a problem, you know. Where am I going to put the things? Not in the pocket of my frock coat, it'll ruin the lines. And not in my hat either, this is my best beaver," he grumbled.


  Jeanne laughed. "Oh, very well. I didn't mean to subject you to such demeaning manual labor. Come on, I promise to behave myself from now on."


  Much to George's relief they climbed back into the landau and drove on. "We're coming to the north cotton fields. They look dead now, but in August the fields look like they're blanketed with snow. We had the best harvest this last fall that we've ever had."


  "George, if you don't let the Helena Rose carry your cotton next fall, I'm going to be very angry," Jeanne warned him.


  He laid his arm along the back of the seat and smiled at her. "Madame, you may have all of my cotton, all of my pecans, you can even have the kitchen garden crop if you want it. Because the last thing in the world that I want is for you to ever be angry with me."
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  THE FAMILY DINING ROOM was indeed smaller and more intimate, and pleased Jeanne much more than the cold grand dining room. A round table covered with a white damask tablecloth was set in front of the fireplace, where a small hot fire warmed the entire room. Twelve white candles in a silver candelabra lit the table with a gentle glow.


  They were seated close together, and George took her hand and asked, "May I say grace?"


  "Please do."


  He prayed a simple prayer of thanksgiving, and a Negro maid brought in the first course, a creamy cauliflower and leek soup. After that was baked salmon, pink and delicate and falling away from the fork, then a remove of curried sausages with raisin and fig relish, which Jeanne had never had and found delicious. Finally the entrée, a spicy, lean, tender steak au poivre with cognac sauce. "Steak au poivre," Jeanne said reverently. "I've only had it once before in my life, and it was nothing at all to compare to this. I thought that I couldn't eat any more, but I'm going to finish this if it takes me all night long."


  "Jeanne, we have ices, dessert, and nuts and cheese for the other courses," George objected. "I had the cook make a chocolate buttercream torte for dessert that I know you'll love."


  Though she was chewing a little, Jeanne said firmly, "I'd rather have this steak than a torte. I told you I love beef."


  "So you did," he agreed. "Never in my life did I expect to meet a woman that likes beef better than cake. You're an original, Jeanne, and you're delightful."


  They talked through the entire meal, sometimes interrupting each other, and with much laughter. The conversation ranged from cotton to books to music to fabrics, as Jeanne told George how Marvel couldn't wear wool. They spoke of favorite nature scenes, of streams and hills and sunsets and forests. George told her about the exciting sprawling city of New York, and she told him of places and people she'd seen on the river.


  "I think it was the most beautiful sunset I've ever seen," Jeanne said dreamily. "There at Widow Eames' landing. It was just me and my father and mother, sitting outside on the main deck. The sun was crimson, and the sky was purple and royal blue and the river was dark and mysterious and quiet. We didn't say anything for an hour, as we watched." She sighed deeply. "It was the last sunset I ever saw with my mother and father."


  He leaned close to her, then slowly reached up and touched her hair. He took a thick shiny curl between his two fingers and savored the feel of it. "Your hair is lovely, Jeanne, and a man could get lost in your eyes."


  George Masters had known many women, but he had never seen one exactly like her. He considered her, noting that she was shapely and her eyes mirrored some sort of wisdom he was not accustomed to seeing in women. She was looking at him silently, and a woman's silence, George knew, could mean many things. He was not sure what it meant in her, for she was mysterious to him. He felt a slow run of excitement as if he were on the edge of a discovery.


  She had courage, simplicity, and a tremendous capacity for emotion, he knew. She wasn't smiling at that moment but the thought of a smile hovered around her mouth. Her nearness suddenly sent off shocks within him and carefully and slowly he reached out and brought her forward and kissed her. She didn't resist; she yielded to him. He felt some sort of wild sweetness that was here, something that he had not found in any other woman. He had felt desire before, but this was a deeper feeling, a need in him that had never been satisfied. He thought that this, that she, might take the last loneliness and incompleteness from him. Finally, after years of searching, George Masters knew love.


  


  CHAPTER NINE
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  A soft knock, and then silence. Jeanne sat up in bed, startled, and looked around with wild eyes. She was in the cabin, her cabin, the captain's cabin on the Helena Rose. She still hadn't gotten accustomed to her new home. Cold gray light came in the eastern windows, and Jeanne knew it was dawn on the day of the first run of the Helena Rose.


  Beside her Marvel stirred, then peeped over the three quilts covering the bed. "That's Roberty. He's funny, he just knocks and runs away."


  "He's just shy," Jeanne said, climbing out of bed and going to the door. Outside, as usual, was a copper kettle full of steaming water and a breakfast tray holding biscuits, a wedge of cheese, link sausages, boiled eggs, and a tin coffeepot with the delicious aroma of fresh coffee rising from it. Jeanne was pleasantly surprised to see the Memphis Appeal from the last two days rolled up neatly on the side of the tray. "Someone's brought us the newspaper," she said.


  Marvel sat up and rubbed her eyes. "Mr. Clint bought them for us. I told him how much we liked reading newspapers, and when he went to the Post Office yesterday he bought those."


  "That was nice of him. How did everything go yesterday, Marvel? Did you have a good day?"


  "Oh, yes. I did my daily reader and spelling, and then we had dinner and it was so good, it was ham sammiches. Me and Roberty made our own, and—"


  "Roberty and I."


  "Roberty and I made our own and we had pickles. Then I was down in the boiler room, I mean the firebox, playing with Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria, and Ezra watched me to make sure I didn't get into no nonsense. Then some men were yelling outside and Mr. Clint and Mr. Vince went outside and yelled back at them. Then a man came and talked an awful lot about coal—"


  "Just a minute," Jeanne interrupted. "What men were yelling outside?"


  "I don't know," Marvel answered. "Mr. Clint said it was nothing a fine lady needed to hear about, and I guess he meant me 'cause I was the only lady there. Can I have a sausage?"


  "May I have a sausage, and you can just get yourself up here to the table and eat a proper breakfast," Jeanne said. "I'm sorry, Marvel, but this is a very important day, so I'm going to hurry and get dressed and go talk to Mr. Hardin. When you've finished and you get dressed, you may come down to the main cargo deck for awhile before you start your lessons."


  Jeanne had bought new clothes with some of her inherited money. She was a sensible woman, and knew that the frilled, beribboned, ruffled, hoop-skirted dresses that fashionable women wore would never do to pilot a riverboat, so she had bought plain gathered skirts and plain white blouses. Hurriedly she pulled on a dark blue skirt and blouse, tied up her hair in a matching blue ribbon, and grabbed her new blue shawl. When she went outside, the first pale yellow rays of the sun were tentatively creeping out behind the city.


  She came into the boiler room, and Ezra looked up from loading one of the furnaces. "G'mornin', Cap'n."


  "Good morning, Ezra. Has Mr. Hardin come down yet?"


  "Oh, yes'm. He's back in the engine room, with Vince, checking everything over last minute."


  Clint came out then, wiping his hands on a rag. "Good morning, Captain Jeanne. First run, first day! The Rose is rarin' to go."


  "Everything is all right then? You're sure?" Jeanne asked anxiously.


  "Yes ma'am, that engine is running so smooth she hums a tune. And yesterday I talked to our coal shipper, the wagons should be here any minute now, and Vinnie's already got the roustabouts lined up to help us load."


  "Good. What about the mail?"


  "I went to visit the postmaster yesterday, just to make sure we were all set. The mail cart will be here before eight o'clock."


  Jeanne nodded. "It seems that you have everything well in hand, Mr. Hardin. I'm going on up to the wheelhouse, call me if you need me." She went up to the pilothouse, pulled out a chart, and sat down on the bench. She studied the chart for a long time, muttering to herself. After a while she leaned back, closed her eyes, and prayed: "Dearest Lord Jesus, help me, please. Help me remember, help me know, help me be strong and sure." With her eyes closed and whispering prayers, visions of the little river, and of her father standing at the wheel, rose in her mind.
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  WITHIN TWO HOURS THE Rose was carrying a full load of coal and three sizable sacks of mail. Clint came into the pilothouse, and Jeanne saw with dismay that he was literally covered in coal dust. In the morning sun she could see little puffs floating in the air from his shirt. His face was black, his hair was sooty, but Jeanne noticed with surprise that his hands were clean. "We're all ready, Captain," he said. "She's steaming, she's loaded, and she's ready to go."


  "Did you load coal? I thought you had roustabouts," Jeanne said.


  "Yeah, well, I'm a man in a hurry. Got a beautiful lady waiting on me. Uh—I mean the Rose, not you. Not that you're not beautiful, but—"


  "Never mind, Mr. Hardin," Jeanne said dryly. "I know what you mean. All right, go on below, I'm ready here."


  He opened the pilothouse door, then turned and asked, "You are all right, aren't you, Jeanne? You don't need anything? Or want to discuss anything?"


  "No, thank you," she said coolly. "I'm fine."


  "Okay. If you need anything, just holler. You know," he said, pointing to the speaking tube. Then he left.


  In a few minutes the lazy wisps of steam coming from the Rose's 'scape pipes turned into shrieking columns of wet steam, the smoke from the stacks billowed, and then she was on her way.


  Eight days later Jeanne jauntily sounded the steam whistle, a loud alto shriek, and rang the Big Bell, the great brass one mounted on the hurricane deck, as they pulled back into Memphis. Jeanne even showed off a bit, pulling hard and fast very close to the docks before sounding the engine room bell for All Stop. The Helena Rose, like the trim lady that she was, surged proudly until she was checked, and then she came to a gentle rolling halt.


  Within a few moments Jeanne heard shouts from the main deck and the creaks of the great capstan turning as Vince and Ezra lowered the landing stages. She stood, staring ahead without seeing, the triumphant smile fading. Jeanne took a deep shuddering breath, then had to make herself loosen the death grip she had on the pilot's wheel. Her shoulders sagged, her knees trembled, and like an old woman she took the three steps back to the bench and collapsed on it. "Thank you, God," she said wearily. "Thank you, God."


  Thirty minutes later George Masters was there, and he admitted to Jeanne that he was paying an errand boy to keep a lookout for when the Rose docked, and to run to the Gayoso to alert him. The next night he took her and Marvel to the Courtier Restaurant. Then the Rose left for her second run, loaded with textiles and canvas and five hundred windows that gave Jeanne nightmares worrying about breaking them before they unloaded them in Little Rock. They had one more run before bleak January slipped into the first bright days of February. When Jeanne and Clint balanced the books for January, the Helena Rose had made a clear profit of three hundred and forty-two dollars.


  "One hundred and seventy-one dollars for one month," Jeanne marveled. "At the Gayoso I made fourteen dollars and forty cents a month."


  "Told you so," Clint said, grinning crookedly.


  "Told me so what?"


  "Told you so everything," he replied.
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  IN JUST THREE TRIPS, life had settled into a regular routine on the Helena Rose. Jeanne was in the pilothouse all day, of course. Marvel studied her McGuffey's Pictoral Primer and First Reader in the mornings. At first she had stayed in the cabin alone, but after a few days she began taking her books and dolls down to the boiler room. Ezra had made her a little seat out of three crackerboxes, and a few days after Ezra had made her makeshift chair, Clint showed up with a lavish embroidered brioche cushion for it. It was wildly out of place in a riverboat's boiler room—as was Marvel herself—but she loved it, and took it to the cabin with her every night for Avaymaria to sit on. Roberty cleaned Marvel's little corner of the firebox, and her chair, twice a day with ammonium chloride. Vinnie rasped, "That two square feet of this boat's clean enough to serve a lord's luncheon on."


  Roberty wasn't really much use as a crewman; he was too small. He struggled mightily to bring one single log from the deck to the firebox to feed the hungry boilers, and there were few cargoes with items small enough that he could help load and unload. After seeing him half kill himself trying to drag a fifty-pound sack of coal on board, Clint had told him, "Boy, you're gonna bust a lung trying to haul stuff like that. Now I know you want to work, and you are a good worker. But you don't have to haul wood and cargo. You help out Ezra in the galley, you keep everything so clean it's kinda embarrassing to be on such a prissy riverboat, and you help out Captain Jeanne and Marvel. So from now on you just keep on with what you're already doing and leave the wood to me and Ezra and Vinnie and the cargo to the roustabouts."


  As the routine shaped up, Roberty became, in essence, Jeanne's and Marvel's servant, bringing hot water and meals, washing their linens, cleaning the cabin every single day that Jeanne was piloting, and taking her coffee and tea when she was in the pilothouse. He also started studying with Marvel, for when she found out he couldn't read she started bossing him shamelessly about lessons.


  For Jeanne, it was a curiously dual life. On board the Rose she was the pilot, and she rarely spent much time at all with the crew. Evenings, of course, were spent with Marvel when they were on a run. But always, when they came back to Memphis, George Masters was waiting. Jeanne would spend at least one day with him, for they usually took a two-day layover. She no longer worried about Marvel staying on the boat, for Ezra and Roberty had come to care for her so well that Jeanne thought it was as if Marvel had a brother and a grandfather. Clint and Vince also took good care of Marvel, but they weren't always on the boat at night. Jeanne assumed they went out to saloons every night, which bothered her, but she decided that as long as they weren't drunk and rowdy on the boat, it was really none of her business. Her business was Marvel, and the Helena Rose, and George Masters.


  Thinking these thoughts as she steered the boat around Island Number 60 and came in sight of Helena, she wondered if she were getting her priorities straight. Naturally her first concern was always Marvel. But what about George Masters? How important was he to her? He seemed to be a big part of her life, and Jeanne knew that he was falling in love with her. But what exactly were her feelings toward him? She was physically attracted to him, she enjoyed his company, he had been a terrific sponsor of the Helena Rose, and however offhand George Masters may be about his money, it was definitely a plus for Jeanne. None of those things, however, said one thing about her feelings for him. Jeanne admitted to herself that she just didn't know her own heart. It had been closed off for so long that she thought it may never be tender and open to a man's love again.
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  HELENA, ARKANSAS, WAS A riverboat town. As more and more steamboats plied the Ol' Mississippi, it quickly became an important landing. Conveniently situated between Memphis and Vicksburg, Tennessee, with a thriving lumber industry, steamboats made their wood stops at Helena as the larger cities and the areas around them quickly got deforested. Helena always had plenty of wood at a good price, and as George Masters had observed, any finished goods were easy to sell in the growing town. By 1830 Helena's docks were as busy as Memphis's.


  Where the river is, there will always be thieves, gamblers, prostitutes, panderers, and other assorted outlaws. In 1835 the upright citizens of Helena formed the Helena Anti-Gambling Society, and soon after that the Helena Temperance Society, and they elected strict High Sheriffs that hired no-nonsense deputies, and the town got civilized. By the time Jeanne was driving the Helena Rose, Helena had three newspapers, six private schools, thirteen churches, four subscription libraries, and twice-monthly public lectures.


  Of course, where the river is, there are also rivermen. Therefore, there must be saloons, and drinking, and gambling, and prostitutes, and thieves. Such a tide might be stemmed but not stopped, even in Helena. Clint and Vince had found three saloons the first time they'd stopped overnight in the town, on Jeanne's trial run. All three were grim-looking shacks huddled at the end of the waterfront in a line with a rundown inn, two tobacco and liquor stores, a couple of brothels thinly disguised as boardinghouses, and a sad-looking and scanty grocery. Clint and Vince went to the first one, farthest down the docks, but Clint stopped dead in front of the propped-open sagging door and sniffed. "Is that horse manure? How come a saloon smells like horse manure?" he complained.


  "I don't wanna know," Vince said. "C'mon, let's go try the Hairpin Bend Tavern. I like the name," he added hopefully.


  They stood in front of the Hairpin Bend Tavern, considering it. "It has a window," Vince said. "It's not even broken or anything."


  The door burst open, and a man came staggering out, clutching a half-empty whiskey bottle. He stared at Vince and Clint, said, "Huh? Whadja say?", sunk to his knees, then toppled over like a chopped tree, face-forward, arms sprawled out.


  Vince and Clint looked at each other. "Huh-uh," Clint said. They turned and walked two buildings down to a saloon cleverly named Island No. 60, the riverman's landmark for Helena. It had two windows, with neither of them broken, which was a hopeful sign, and as they hesitated at the doorway no one came out and fell down. They went in.


  It was like a thousand other saloons in a hundred other river towns, with thick tobacco smoke and liquor reek on the heavy air. On the right was a bar, with men "bellied up," one foot propped on the brass rail below. On the left were tables, all with rough-looking men sitting at them, drinking and talking about the river. Only one table had a poker game going, and the four men seemed sober and subdued. Clint and Vince had stayed and had a couple of beers, but they were accustomed to other, friendlier watering places and soon they went back to the boat. On the next couple of trips they didn't return to Island Number 60.


  But the day was cheery, and cool, not cold, and they had docked at about three o'clock, so Clint and Vince decided to give Island Number 60 another try. As they walked down the waterfront to the slums at the far southern end, Clint said, "I'm going to stop in the tobacconist's and get the papers."


  "Why do you buy papers for her?" Vince asked. "She doesn't appreciate it, Clint."


  "Yeah, she does. She always thanks me. Well, almost always."


  Vince shook his head. "I don't get it. She puts on airs and she treats you like a servant. It's not right."


  "I don't think it's really putting on airs. I think she's really had a tough time, and she's had no one to depend on or to help her, and so she just keeps herself to herself. And she treats me fine."


  "She sure doesn't treat you like other women do. She's not all gaga over you. Bothers you, doesn't it?"


  "Nah, she's crazy about me," Clint said loftily. "She just doesn't know it yet." He ducked into the dank tobacconist's and came back out holding the Helena Daily World. He glanced at the folded-up bottom half of the first page and murmured, "Hey, look at this."


  Vince craned his neck to see a small headline below the fold: THE STEAMBOAT HELENA ROSE RETURNS HOME WITH A LADY PILOT! The article was written by a lady named Mrs. Honoria Putnam, and was fulsome and fruity. The first paragraph read:


  
    Many of the esteemed citizens of Helena will remember the Helena Rose, the steamer owned by Mr. Ira Hardin, who was married to our favorite daughter, Rose Dulany. After Mrs. Hardin's bitterly tragic death we sorely missed both of our "Roses" terribly. Mr. Ira Hardin recently passed on to a Better Place, and joined his Beloved Rose, but his stout riverboatman's spirit still plies the Grand Old Mississippi in the Helena Rose, now owned, captained, and PILOTED by Mrs. Jeanne Bettencourt, the first FEMALE PILOT on the Mississippi River!
  


  The article went on to fulminate about Captain Jeanne's DARING and HARDY PIONEER SPIRIT as she conquered the Mississippi River, apparently single-handedly. It went on to list the Rose's stops, and the fact that she was entrusted with the mail, and how dedicated Captain Jeanne was in plying the treacherous river, toiling to faithfully deliver the mail near and far.


  "This is kinda making me nauseated," Vince joked. "It's like when you eat too much candy."


  "Aw, man, Jeanne's gonna be steamed," Clint groaned. "I don't think I'm going to give her this paper."


  "Why not?" Vince said cheerfully. "Captain Jeanne's famous now." He placed one hand over his heart and flung out the other arm as he recited sonorously, "As the valiant Captain Jeanne toils, under heavy burdens of care, in the driving snow, alone, without friend or boiler or engine, just she and the Helena Rose—"


  "Vinnie," Clint said, grinning, "Shut up."


  They went down to Island Number 60, which was quiet this early in the afternoon. Six men stood at the bar, tossing back shots of whiskey and spitting into a nearly full spittoon. A dozen men were scattered around the tables. Clint and Vinnie stood at the bar and the bartender, a big bruiser as they always seemed to be in these kinds of saloons, came up to them, polishing a glass. He had black hair parted down the middle and greased with macassar oil, and close-set eyes in a round, red-cheeked face. "G'day to you gentlemen. What'll you have?"


  They ordered beers, and Clint spread the paper out on the bar. "You know, it was kinda sad about Ira Hardin. Ezra told me a lot about him. He was a rompin', stompin' pilot until he met this Rose Dulany here in Helena, and they got married. That's when he had the Helena Rose built. Seems like she really gentled him down, that's when he started running the Arkansas River. Ezra said he was a snorting bull—that's why they nicknamed him—but with Rose he was as gentle as a spring lamb. After she died a couple of years ago, he went back to his old river rat ways. Ezra said he was only thirty-five when he died. That's kinda sad, isn't it?"


  The bartender set down two mugs brimming with beer, and they took appreciative sips. "Good beer," Clint said to the bartender.


  "Thank you, sir. I heard you talking about the Helena Rose. Did you two know Bull Hardin?" he asked.


  "Never knew the man, I'm sorry to say. He was a distant cousin of mine, and he left me half of the Rose." Clint pointed to the newspaper and went on, "But it seems like Mrs. Putnam missed my story."


  "Mrs. Putnam," the bartender said disdainfully. "You orter be glad she don't have you in her sights, mister. So, you work the Rose? I heard she just came in."


  "I'm the engineer, and Vince here is a deckhand," Clint said.


  "And you two have a lady pilot," the bartender said thoughtfully. "Is that—"


  Vince had noticed four men further down the bar who had been listening to the conversation, grinning and punching each other. They were working men, probably roustabouts or deckhands, dressed in coarse dirty clothes, unshaven, with dirty stringy hair topped by greasy floppy hats. Now one of them loudly interrupted the bartender. "Hey, you two boys! Did I hear right? We got two crewmen from the famous Helena Rose here?"


  Warily, Clint answered, "That's right," then turned back to the bartender.


  But the man, who was missing his two upper front teeth and all four lower front teeth, kept on calling down the bar in his nasal voice. "Whew-ee! Ain't you got a mutt's life! Got a female pilot! What's she do there, boy, flash her knickers when she wants more steam?" The four of them snorted loudly with laughter.


  Clint stood upright, took four steps down the bar, pulled back his right fist, and planted a bone-crunching right cross on the man's jaw. He flew backwards a couple of feet, and crashed to the ground. The other three were still standing there dumbfounded, staring down at him, when Clint planted another right on another jaw, and he went down. By this time the other two had waked up, and they grabbed Clint's arms, and one of them bit Clint's ear. Vince reached them, and as quick as a snake, did a vicious head-butt to the biting man. A general scuffle ensued.


  Clint was sitting on top of one of the men, banging away at his face, when from behind two men grabbed his arms and hauled him to his feet. A couple of feet away from him another deputy grabbed Vince, who had his nearly unconscious man against the wall, belting him in the belly.


  The saloon grew very quiet. Standing behind the two deputies holding Clint was a tall man with a bronzed leather face and black eyes, wearing a big silver star pinned to his chest. In a voice like gravel he said, "My name is Hank Burnett, and I'm the sheriff. Now boys, I know you ain't from around here, so you ain't had time to learn the rules. We don't like this kind of thing here in Helena. This is a nice town, with good folks, and they elected me to keep the peace. And that's what I intend to do, and that's why ever one of you fools is under arrest."
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  "CAPTAIN JEANNE IS GOING to kill us," Vince groaned.


  "She probably won't actually kill us," Clint said. "Not literally kill us dead."


  "She'll make us wish we were dead."


  "Yeah, that sounds about right." Clint stood up and yelled at the cells at the far end. "Hey, you down there. Which one of you people bit my ear? I didn't know you had enough teeth between the four of you!"


  Only low mutters sounded from the four cells; the deckhands from the One Eyed Jack, as it turned out they were, had definitely calmed down. All four of them were nursing cuts and scrapes, knots on their heads, black eyes, and busted lips. "Funny," Toothless said in a low voice, "I knew he was a big feller, but he 'peared like a sweet johnny. Calm and speaking low, like."


  "Yeah, 'til he turned inter a big mad b'ar," the beat-up man in the next cell said. "Don't nobody tell him I'm the one what bit his ear."


  "Niver seen nothin' like it," Toothless said in wonder. "One minnit I'm a-talking, and next minnit I'm flat on my back and I'm watchin' little spangly stars goin' round and round."


  Clint dabbed at his ear, which was still bleeding slightly. It was the only injury he had; even his knuckles, by now hardened like anvils, weren't scraped or swollen. Vince had a big red bump on his head from his head-butt, and that was the only injury he had.


  At six o'clock a grinning deputy brought them coffee and pork and beans. Clint asked, "Can you tell us what we're in here for, and how long we have to stay?"


  "You fellers were disturbin' the peace," he said, hooking his fingers in his belt, which was stretched thin over a large paunch. "Penalty for that is five days in jail."


  "Five days! That's kind of severe, isn't it?" Vince said.


  "Yup. Sheriff Burnett, he don't hold much with fights. See, you fellers get into a brawl down on the docks, and it disturbs the peace of the good citizens of Helena, and then the Anti-Gambling Society and the Temperance Society disturbs the peace of the sheriff."


  "But we weren't gambling! And we only had one beer that we didn't even finish!" Clint protested.


  "Well, them is some circumstances, all right. But it don't matter, disturbing the peace carries a five-day jail sentence. I got you some good news, though," he told them with another huge grin. He was enjoying himself enormously. "Your bail is set for five dollars each, and there's been a nice lady here that's paid it. Howsomever, you still have to stay overnight. You'll get out in the morning." He left, going back into the office.


  "She was nice?" Vince said blankly.


  "Yeah," Clint said thoughtfully. "How'd that happen?"


  Clint hardly slept all night, because the mattress on his cot was hard and lumpy, and it smelled atrocious. Finally dawn came and the same grinning deputy came in and unlocked their cells. "Miz Bettencourt done vouched for you and filled out all the papers, so the rest of your sentence is suspended. Might better spruce up a little there, she's a-waiting for you."


  There wasn't any "sprucing-up" to be done in the bare cells, so Clint and Vinnie followed the deputy into the sheriff's office. Sheriff Burnett was standing next to Jeanne, his arms crossed, and she looked at them expressionlessly as they came in. The only warning sign was the dark flickers in her eyes.


  Sheriff Burnett looked amused, though his voice was heavy. "Now you boys know the rules, right?"


  "Yes, sir," Clint and Vince mumbled.


  The deputy handed Vince his gun, a Colt six-shooter that he kept stuck in the back of his trousers. Painstakingly, the deputy counted out the six bullets. Sheriff Burnett said, "I 'spect you understand the rule about guns, don't you, sonny?"


  "Yes, sir. The rule is: no guns," Vince said obediently.


  "That's right," Burnett said with satisfaction and turned to bow slightly to Jeanne. "Miz Langer, I'm right glad that you're back on the river. Your daddy would bust a button, he'd be so proud of you. Now you need anything, anything a-tall, you just let me know, all right?"


  "Thank you, Sheriff Burnett. You've always been a good friend to me and my family, and though I'm sorry about the circumstances, I'm glad we met again. I appreciate your help so much," she said, and without a word to Vince and Clint walked out the door.


  She walked down to the docks, with them trailing her. She stopped, and they moved up sheepishly to let her get it all out. She said evenly, "I knew what I was doing when I had Marvel, and I knew what I was doing when I adopted Roberty. What I didn't know was that I'd have two other children on the boat."


  "But I can explain, Jeanne—" Clint began.


  Jeanne stuck one imperious finger in the air. "Not one word." She turned and stalked off.


  Clint and Vince followed some distance behind her. "You were right," Clint finally said. "I wish she woulda just gone ahead and killed us."


  


  CHAPTER TEN
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  The Helena Rose steamed on to Napoleon Trading Post, where they stayed the night, and then a long haul to Pine Bluff, then Little Rock. Jeanne talked to Clint each morning and when they docked for the night. She said nothing about bailing them out of jail, not even when Clint had repaid her the ten dollars for his and Vince's bail. "Thank you," she merely said.


  "No, thank you, Captain Jeanne," he said lightly. "I owe you."


  She just shrugged.


  They were on their return trip, back in Pine Bluff for the night. Jeanne was sitting at her desk, doing her logs. Marvel sat in one of the armchairs, playing quietly with her dolls. "Mama, are you mad at Mr. Clint and Mr. Vince?" she asked.


  Jeanne put down her pen and turned to her. "No, I'm not mad at them. They didn't say anything to you, did they?"


  "About you being mad? 'Cause they got thrown in jail? No. They just talk to me like they always do. But Roberty told me."


  "Roberty told you what?"


  "Roberty heard Mr. Vince telling Mr. Ezra about how these mean men in the saloon were talking bad about you, and Mr. Clint got mad and hit them. Roberty said it always makes Mr. Clint real mad when somebody says something about your petticoats, like when those men came to the Rose and yelled and Mr. Clint and Mr. Vince went out and yelled back at them. But Roberty said that those saloon men must have really said something not-nice for Mr. Clint to hit them, 'cause usually all he does is holler back at them. If Mr. Clint would have just told those saloon men to shut up, maybe he and Mr. Vince wouldn't have gotten thrown in jail."


  Jeanne sat there, stunned. She suddenly recalled Marvel telling her about the "men yelling" that day before their first trip. She had been so absorbed in her own piloting problems that she had completely forgotten about it. In fact, she had been in a thick, muffled cocoon since she had started piloting the Rose. She rarely went anywhere by herself; she never went into town at their ports, and when she was in Memphis she was with George Masters. She had seen the article in the Helena Daily World, but she had dismissed it as silly and of no consequence. Now she realized that the river gossip about her must be widespread and crude.


  Jeanne jumped up and started pacing, frowning at the floor, thinking hard and fast. So Clint and Vince had been defending her honor. Angrily she thought, I can take care of myself, I don't need their help! And it's stupid, anyway! What are they going to do, go into every saloon and whorehouse on the river and pick a fight with anyone who says something ugly about me?


  "Mama?" Marvel asked softly. "Did I upset you?"


  Swiftly Jeanne went to kneel by her and give her a hug. "No, no, little one. I'm just thinking, that's all. But I need you to do me a favor, all right? Please go down and ask Ezra to come up here for a few minutes. I need to talk to him, so you stay down with Roberty until Ezra comes back, okay?"


  "Sure, Mama," she said, hopping up and skipping out the door.


  Jeanne paced until she heard the knock, and called, "Come in, Ezra."


  He came in and stood in front of the door, his hands behind his back as if he were about to recite. Jeanne looked at him as if she was seeing him for the first time, and perhaps she was. He was short, with brawny shoulders and arms. His bald pate shone, and the brown fringe beneath was neatly combed down. His face was weathered and ageless. He wasn't at all uneasy, Jeanne saw; he was regarding her with something like compassion warming his dark eyes. She was about to ask him to sit, but then she realized that he wouldn't feel comfortable with that. She sat down in one of her desk chairs, folded her hands in her lap, and said, "Ezra, please tell me what happened in Helena, with Clint and Vince."


  Unemotionally he related the events to her in his earthy voice, including colorful metaphors and descriptions but leaving out exactly what the deckhand from the Red Queen had said. "Clint and Vinnie took their exceptions to them boys, and there was a ruckus, and they all ended up in jail."


  "I see," Jeanne said evenly. "And Marvel has told me something about some men on the docks in Memphis, yelling men, she called them. Was that a similar event?"


  "Yes ma'am, Cap'n. And it ain't jist been in Memphis, neither. We've had to take some exceptions to some roustabouts here and there on this ol' river since you been driving the Rose, ma'am."


  "You too?"


  "Yes, ma'am. I might jist be an old river rat, but I niver have took to men insultin' ladies. It ain't right, and as long as I'm walkin' and talkin' and breathin' I ain't gonna put up with it."


  "That's a fine sentiment, Ezra, and I appreciate you defending my honor," Jeanne said, "but I don't see you getting into fights with idiots in some seedy bar. I hardly think that helps my reputation."


  He cocked his head and asked her curiously, "So you're all het up with Clint and Vinnie 'cause you think they ain't helping your reputation?"


  "No, I see now that they were—trying to help," Jeanne said hesitantly.


  "So you're all het up 'cause they got throwed in jail?"


  "No—no. Not exactly. I guess."


  "So you're all het up 'cause they was in a saloon?"


  "I don't know," she said distractedly. "I'm confused now."


  He nodded knowingly. "Miz Bettencourt, I'm a-gonna speak frank to you. See, I'm a Christian now, I done got saved and sanctified ten year ago, at a camp revival meeting. Afore that I wasn't nothing, I didn't have no honor, I didn't have no dignity, I didn't have no good sense, all I had was sin to keep me company, and poor company it were, too. But the good Lord saved me from my sin, and I come to figger out He saved me from everbody else's sin too. I got a hard head, and it tuck me awhile, but finally He got through to me. I had enough in my own lap without tendin' to other folks' problems. He'll deal with them, sure as He dealt with me."


  Jeanne said evenly, "You're telling me that I shouldn't be angry with Clint and Vince for being in a saloon."


  "Well, are you, ma'am?"


  She thought for long moments, then answered quietly, "Yes, I am. And you're exactly right, Ezra, and I'm exactly wrong. I do have plenty enough in my own lap without tending to other folks' problems," she echoed him with a faint smile. "Thank you, Ezra."


  "Cap'n," he said, bobbing his head, then he turned and left.


  Jeanne stared into space. Lord, I've been a mean-spirited busybody. It's none of my business what Clint and Vince or anyone else does. I'm so sorry.


  As soon as she told this to the Lord, she thought: I owe them an apology.


  Somehow, Jeanne thought, she wouldn't have any trouble apologizing to Vince. He was employed by her, and she had made a mistake, and she could easily say to him, "I apologize for my attitude toward you, sir, what you do when you're not on my boat is none of my business. Let's just forget it, shall we?"


  But it wasn't that simple with Clint Hardin.


  Why not? Jeanne wondered.


  She wrestled with herself, trying to pin down the answer. But somehow it was a harder question than it should have been, and finally she gave up. She resolved to be more polite to Clint and Vince from now on, that there really was no need for her to go apologizing all over the boat.


  Why not? Jeanne thought.
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  JEANNE WAS NICE TO Clint and Vince, in fact she was very cordial to them. No one said anything more about their Helena escapade; Marvel didn't ask any more questions, Ezra gave no hint to anyone about his talk with Jeanne, Vince went on roustabouting around as he usually did, and Clint was the same easygoing, charming man he'd always been.


  They got back to Memphis and as soon as the Rose's engine shut down, Jeanne hurried down to the main deck. Clint and Vince were lowering one of the landing stages, kneeling down to turn the handle of a big capstan with a ratchet-and-pawl mechanism that slowly let out the stout ropes and lowered the landing stage. It was hard work for two strong men, so Jeanne went inside the boiler room to say hello to Marvel.


  Outside four roustabouts gathered on the shore. "Hey, Vinnie!" one of them called. "We heard the Petticoats beat the tar outta the One Eyes down there in Helena!"


  Vince hopped up. "Eddie, you call me a Petticoat one more time and you're gonna be eating this lumber instead of unloading it!"


  "Aw, keep yer galluses on, I didn't mean nothing by it," Eddie hollered at the top of his lungs. "Them One Eyes is some rough boys. If they got beat by you Petticoats, I sez good-all for ya!"


  Clint grunted, "A little help here, Vinnie?"


  Vince knelt back down and grabbed the capstan handle. "Petticoats!" he muttered darkly.


  Just inside the boiler room, Marvel was standing on a box looking out the window, with Jeanne right behind her. "Those must be some of the yelling men," Marvel observed. "What are they talking about?"


  Jeanne's mouth twitched and she answered, "Oh, just river talk. Nothing to worry about."


  When the landing stages were down, Jeanne went out on deck to talk to Clint. "We had a very smooth run this time," she said. "Any problems?"


  "No, Cap'n Jeanne," he said, eyeing the roustabouts as they filed on board. Each of them nodded politely to Jeanne and murmured, "Ma'am," or "Captain."


  "I know it's Thursday," Jeanne continued, "but do you think we could lay over for two nights and load up Saturday? I'd like to take Marvel shopping tomorrow."


  "It's early yet," Clint said, for it was only two o'clock. "How about you do me the honor of allowing me to escort you and Marvel to town this afternoon? There's plenty of time for shopping, and there's a new confectioner on Main Street that's got this whole castle made out of chocolate in the window. I think Marvel would love it."


  "Thank you, but I need to take Marvel to buy some new clothes, and that takes a while," Jeanne said. "And I am engaged this evening anyway. Maybe some other time."


  "Sure, Cap'n, any time."


  Jeanne hurried to the stairs and Vince came back to Clint's side. "Face it, buddy. She's only got eyes for the Big Bug."


  Clint looked troubled, but then his face cleared and he said easily, "Guess you're right, Vinnie. Hey, you want to take Marvel and Roberty to the new confectioner's shop? You know, the one with the chocolate castle?"
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  JEANNE BARELY HAD TIME to wash her face and touch up her hair before she saw George Masters strolling down the docks from her window. She went back down to greet him at the gangplank but Clint, holding Marvel's hand, stopped her at the bottom of the stairs. "Hey, Captain, would you mind if Vinnie and I took Marvel and Roberty to that confectioner's I was telling you about?"


  Jeanne said with surprise, "You and Vinnie? Going to a confectioner's shop?"


  "Well, yeah! I like raspberry ices, even in winter," Clint said.


  "Please, Mama?" Marvel pleaded. "I want to see the castle!"


  Jeanne's every instinct was to say no, but then she saw George coming up the gangplank with an armload of flowers so she said hurriedly, "I suppose it would be all right. Er—Mr. Hardin, it is just the confectioner's, isn't it?"


  His eyes narrowed but his tone was light. "Yes, ma'am. Where else did you think I would take your daughter?"


  "Nowhere, I was just checking," Jeanne said hastily. "Thank you, Mr. Hardin, it will be a treat for Marvel and Roberty."


  "Hurray!" Marvel said, running back inside the boiler room to tell Roberty.


  With an awkward smile Jeanne went to meet George, uncomfortably aware of Clint Hardin's cold blue gaze on her back. "Hello, George," she said with less welcome than she had intended.


  "Hello, Jeanne, my dear. These are for you, I suppose you've guessed," he said, handing her the bouquet of pink roses and white lilies.


  "Mmm, they smell heavenly! And such flowers, in winter!"


  "Yes, the Lady Vandivere buys them by the boatload from a hothouse in New Orleans. How are you, Jeanne? How was the run?"


  She took his arm and they went to stand on the other side of the deck, for the roustabouts were still unloading the lumber. Jeanne frowned. Finally she answered, "It was fine, a clean there-and-back with no problems at all. What about you? How are you, what have you been doing?"


  "I had several meetings the last couple of days. In fact, there are a couple of things that came up that I'd like to discuss with you," he said, his smooth features bland. "We are still on for this evening, aren't we?"


  "Of course. I'll be ready."


  He took her hand and lifted it to his lips, as he often did now. "And I'll be here."


  Jeanne went upstairs to bathe and dress. Marvel came into the cabin and said, "As soon as the yelling men finish unloading, we're going to town. Are you and Mr. Masters going to a restaurant tonight?"


  "Yes, it's called Gladstone House. I've never been there before, but Mr. Masters says it's wonderful."


  "Those are pretty flowers," Marvel said, sniffing and caressing a pink rose. "That was nice of Mr. Masters, to bring you flowers. You should wear them in your hair, Mama. You would be beautiful."


  "No, I have my new bonnets. Now listen, little one. You wear your cape and muffler and mittens, all right? It's still cold enough for you to catch a chill. And don't eat too much chocolate."


  "I won't," she said solemnly. "Not after that time, with the chocolate." She dressed Avaymaria in her wool cape and muffler, then got her own things and left the cabin.


  Jeanne took her time with bathing and dressing, and at a quarter to five she was standing in front of the mirror, putting on her bonnet. She was wearing her one coordinated outfit, the maroon skirt with the matching short cape and bonnet. She tied the wide ribbon in a perky bow under her chin, then made a face. She actually hated the bonnet, because she thought that the style of completely covering the hair with a big fabric pouf, and then a brim completely encircling the face, so wide that the wearer couldn't see to the right or left without turning the head completely around, looked silly. But it was trimmed with maroon satin flowers with pink pearl centers, and it was fashionable.


  Jeanne untied the ribbon and threw the bonnet down on the table, then took a rose and two lilies and put them into her hair. She took off the short cape and got her old gray mantle and settled the hood gently onto her head so as not to crush the flowers.


  George arrived with the barouche right on time, and soon his grays were prancing up Jefferson Avenue. They arrived at Gladstone House, which actually was an old house converted to an inn, with six bedroom suites on the second floor and the entire first floor turned into six separate dining rooms. Jeanne and George were seated at a small table in the corner of what would have been a parlor, and the room had only one other table occupied by an elderly couple. A silent black man in a white coat and gloves took their outerwear. George eyed her hair and said, "You look very exotic, Jeanne."


  "Thank you, sir," she said, wondering if looking exotic was truly a compliment.


  "This is rather an old-fashioned place," George told her as the waiter promptly brought them crystal goblets of mineral water and a clear onion consommé as soon as they were seated. "They don't go in for newfangled things like serving from a menu. At Gladstone's there is a bill of fare for each day, and that's what you get. I've always found that it's good, hearty food, though. I think you'll enjoy it."


  "I'm sure I will," Jeanne said rather automatically. "George, I've been so very curious. What happened in your meetings that could possibly concern me?"


  George took a sip of the soup before replying. "Perhaps I misspoke. You weren't the topic of the meetings, Jeanne. What I wanted to talk to you about was that article in the Helena newspaper. You did see it, didn't you?"


  "Of course. I thought it was trite and ridiculous. It was hardly what I call newsworthy."


  "Perhaps not, but it is all the talk," George said gravely. "And just today, the Arkansas Gazette had a similar article. Several gentlemen of my acquaintance have mentioned the articles to me."


  Jeanne slowly put down her soup spoon and folded her hands in her lap. "And this is a problem for you?"


  "For us, Jeanne. Wouldn't you agree? I mean, for a lady to have her name bandied about in the newspapers—well, it's just not done." He sipped another spoonful of soup.


  "No, in my case it is indeed already done. Do you have any suggestions for undoing it?"


  He stated the obvious. "Can't undo it now, I'm afraid. You are upset about it, aren't you, Jeanne?"


  "No, George, I'm not. I've just recently learned that having a silly newspaper article written about me is the least of my worries."


  He nodded. "Yes, I knew there would be indecorous gossip about you on the river, and I decided to just ignore that. No gentleman would take notice of the things those river rats go on about anyway. But to be so publicly exposed, that's another thing."


  "You decided to ignore it," Jeanne repeated. "River rats." Suddenly the contrast between George Masters and her crew—especially Clint Hardin—seemed extremely unfavorable for George just now. Frostily she said, "I'm so sorry that my choice of livelihood has been a cause of offense to you, George."


  He looked up quickly. "You're angry with me. Why are you angry with me, Jeanne? What did I say?"


  "I'm not angry, George. I just wasn't aware that this would be such a problem for you. And put quite simply, there's no help for it."


  "I know, not for the articles that have already been written," he said hastily. "But I just wanted to warn you, you see. Since you've gained such public notoriety, I don't doubt but that other journalists, the ne'er-do-well sensationalist kind, will be seeking you out for interviews. I just thought that I'd tell you—that is, I was going to ask you, respectfully, for the sake of your own reputation, not mine of course, not to give any interviews. That's all I meant, Jeanne. Please don't be angry with me, it would make me very unhappy."


  He really was upset, she saw, and she softened a bit. Picking up her spoon again, she said, "I don't want you to be unhappy, George. I'm not angry, and I won't give any newspaper interviews. Let's just forget the whole thing, shall we?"


  "Yes, let's do that," he said with relief. "I've already forgotten."


  Jeanne wondered, But will I?
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  "CLINT, FOR SHAME ON you," Ezra scolded. "You're worsen the chilluns. They ain't got no better sense than to spoil they supper by eatin' sweets, but you shoulda knowed better."


  "Vinnie was there too!" Clint said defensively. "He's the one that bought them the cherries!"


  "But all they ate was fruit," Vince argued. "Fruit's good for them."


  "Uh-huh," Ezra growled. "Pears and plums and oranges and such drownded in sugar syrup and cherries dipped in a vat full o' chocolate ain't like crunchin' on a good red apple, you ninny."


  Marvel said wistfully, "Oh, how I wish I hadn't eaten so much. I love fried hominy so, and I can't eat it."


  They were sitting in the galley, all perched on the high stools pulled up to the counters that lined the walls. Leo had managed to worm in between the wall and Marvel's and Roberty's stools, and at suppertime he even sat up and stayed awake. At least Ezra, Vince, and Clint were eating supper. Marvel had taken exactly two bites of the hot, creamy chicken fricassee, and one bite of fried hominy. Roberty was trying to eat the fricassee, for it was one of his favorites, but he, too, was just picking at it. His normally fair complexion looked slightly yellow-green. He had had four candied orange slices, a coconut chew, and three chocolate-covered maraschino cherries.


  Looking at Roberty, Clint said guiltily, "Okay, I guess I was supposed to be the responsible grown-up. Roberty, quit trying to look like you're eating, it makes my stomach hurt. Marvel, I'll make you some more fried hominy tomorrow, for tonight you're excused from supper."


  "Thank you," she sighed with relief.


  "I'll git you some bicarbonate of sody, Roberty," Ezra said. "It'll make you feel better."


  "Thanks, Ezra," he said faintly.


  The men finished eating and everyone helped wash up. Roberty was feeling better, and Marvel seemed none the worse for their visit to the confectioner's.


  Clint said, "Vinnie, why don't we have a little music tonight?"


  "Fine with me," he agreed. He left to fetch his violin, and the others all went down to the firebox. It was a small room, crowded with the two boilers, all the pipes, and with wood stacked along the walls. But it was very warm, almost hot, so Clint opened the double doors out onto the main deck. Leo laid down across Ezra's feet, and he scolded him, so he ambled off and collapsed just under the boilers, panting like it was an August noon.


  Vince came back down and took a few minutes tuning his fiddle. Roberty asked Clint, "Can you sing that song you were singing this morning? That Mr. Foster song?"


  "I sure will, and it's easy, so I expect you and everyone else to help me after you catch on," Clint said. Vince played a few chords, and Clint sang:


  
    I come from Alabama

    With a banjo on my knee

    I'm going to Louisiana,

    My true love for to see.
  


  
    Oh, Susannah,

    Oh don't you cry for me

    For I come from Alabama

    With a banjo on my knee.
  


  Ezra, Vince, and Clint sang the verses and the children hummed, but after the second verse they sang the chorus with gusto. Then Clint sang "Old Folks at Home," "Cockles and Mussels," and "Yankee Doodle."


  "How 'bout this one?" Vince said, grinning, and started playing a lively tune. Clint sang:


  
    As I was a-gwine down the road,

    With a tired team and a heavy load,

    I crack'd my whip and the leader sprung,

    I says day-day to the wagon tongue.
  


  
    Turkey in the straw, turkey in the hay,

    Roll 'em up and twist 'em up in a high tuckahaw

    And twist 'em up a tune called Turkey in the Straw!
  


  Clint sang all five verses, and Marvel and Roberty clapped when he finished. "What's a tuckahaw, Mr. Clint?" Marvel asked.


  "That's where they put the turkey after he's rolled up and twisted up," Clint answered with a grin.


  Marvel sniffed. "It is not. You just made it up."


  "It's a good word, though, isn't it? I like it, tuckahaw. I think you should name your next doll Tuckahaw."


  Next they sang "De Camptown Races," and when they were finished Clint said, "Miss Marvel, would you do me the honor of dancing with me?"


  Marvel said, "But I don't know how to dance!"


  "'Camptown Races' is a good polka song. C'mon, I'll teach you." He nodded to Vince, who began to play. Clint scooped up Marvel in his arms. "Heel, toe, away we go!" He danced and Marvel giggled, her eyes starry. Roberty and Ezra clapped and sang, and Vince played the song all the way through twice.


  "Gunness!" Marvel said when Clint set her down. "I didn't know dancing was so easy! And so much fun!"


  "And so thirsty," Clint said. "How about some cider, Ezra?"


  "Be right back wid it," he said, and went upstairs to the galley.


  Roberty went over to sit by Vince, who started showing him how to hold a violin and run the bow across the strings. Clint sat down on a cracker box next to Marvel's cushioned chair. "So you like to dance, huh? Then I think that Vinnie should teach you a couple of jigs, and I'll teach you a waltz. Would you like that?"


  "Yes, I would so much!" she said. "And I want to learn all the words to 'Turkey in the Straw.'"


  "Yes, ma'am," Clint said. "After I get something to drink we'll all learn 'Turkey in the Straw.'"


  Marvel asked, "But first would you please sing 'Avaymaria' for me? I just loved that song, when you sang it on Christmas Eve. Please?"


  "I wish I could, little one, but I'm afraid it's not possible," he said gravely.


  "Why not?"


  Clint explained, "See, when you heard me sing on Christmas Eve, I was singing in what's called my operatic voice. It's different from when I sing 'Turkey in the Straw.'"


  Marvel nodded knowingly. "You've been singing really good tonight, but it's not like Avaymaria. But it's still you singing, why can't you sing your 'pratic voice now?"


  "It's hard, it's real hard to sing like that. To be able to sing like that all the time, you have to practice every day. And before you sing a real song, you have to warm up the muscles in your throat and neck and shoulders and chest and even your stomach."


  "But you already have big muscles," Marvel said insistently. "And why don't you practice every day?"


  Clint grinned. "Because it would be so silly, everyone would laugh at me, and I'd probably laugh at myself. When you practice you do this." He stood up, placed one hand theatrically over his heart, threw out his other hand, and thundered out an operatic: "LA-LA-LAAAAAA!" Leo scrambled up and looked around in alarm.


  Marvel laughed, and Clint sat back down. "See? Told you. And I gotta tell you, Marvel, for you I'd sing anything if I could, but 'Ave Maria' is kinda hard anyway."


  "It is? Why?" she asked curiously.


  "When you sing, you want the sound to come from way deep inside your chest, and kinda roll out of your throat. That's why when you sing opera, you open your mouth really wide. Here, do this." He opened his mouth and sang middle C, "Ahhhh."


  Obediently, Marvel opened her pink mouth to a round o and sang, "Ahhhh."


  "That's good," Clint said. "Now listen: Ah-vay-Ma-REE-uh. Try opening your mouth and singing REEEEEE."


  Marvel tried, then said with disgust, "It's coming out my nose."


  "Yeah, it does." He reached over and gently pinched Marvel's nostrils shut. "Now try."


  Marvel sang: "REEEE. Now it's coming out my ears!"


  "Uh-huh. Such are the woes of singing in your operatic voice," Clint said lightly. "That's why I'm too yellow-bellied to try it when I haven't been practicing."


  Ezra came in from the outside stairs then, holding a tray of steaming mugs. Jeanne followed him in. "Clint's been singin' us up a storm tonight," Ezra was saying.


  "Really?" Jeanne said with interest. She pulled back her hood and took off her cape in the warm room. "And I've missed it!"


  "We're going to sing 'Turkey in the Straw' some more, Mama," Marvel said eagerly. "You put the flowers in your hair like I said! Oh, you look beautiful."


  Clint, who had risen when Jeanne came in, said softly, "You sure do, Jeanne. Just like the fairy queen and the fairy princess, when I first saw you and Marvel."


  Jeanne blushed a little with pleasure. "Why, thank you, Mr. Hardin. That's very kind of you."


  "Not really," he said, offering her his crackerbox. "You're going to join us, aren't you?"


  "I certainly am. I don't want to miss 'Turkey in the Straw.'"


  They all sipped their hot cider and talked about loading up the Rose in the morning, and Jeanne's and Marvel's upcoming shopping trip. "Marvel simply must have some new dresses," Jeanne said. "Mr. Masters is going to accompany us and introduce us to the finest dressmaker in Memphis. Isn't that wonderful, Marvel?"


  "Yes, Mama. May I have pink?"


  "You may. And blue to match your eyes, and green for coming spring."


  Clint whispered something to Vince, who nodded. Clint said, "Before we learn 'Turkey in the Straw,' I want to sing a song for Marvel. I can't sing the one you wanted, Marvel, but maybe you'll like this one."


  Vince played a slow sweet, haunting strain and Clint began to sing.


  
    Black, black, black

    Is the color of my true love's hair.

    Her lips are like a rose so fair

    And the prettiest face and the neatest hands,

    I love the grass whereon she stands

    She with the wondrous hair.
  


  Marvel thought the song was for her, and perhaps it was; but as Clint sang he looked only at Jeanne Bettencourt.


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN
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  On the river Jeanne counted time differently. Days were not days, they were distances marked off by islands, snags, sandbars, points, chutes. Nights were not dusk to sunrise. The night was the town: Helena, Napoleon, Pine Bluff, Little Rock, Memphis. Weeks did not translate as seven days. Jeanne counted and logged trips, which were eight days. By the middle of March, she was taken aback to see, thumbing through her logs, that she had made only six round trips as pilot of the Helena Rose. She had been in the wheelhouse driving so much that it seemed she had been on the river for a long time.


  It was the middle of their seventh trip, and the middle of March. They were overnighting at Pine Bluff on their return home. Jeanne sat at her desk with her captain's logbook, a lantern casting a bright aura around her and the rest of the cabin into deep shadow. She looked up at the window. A wild storm shot fat drops of rain that splatted noisily against the glass. Occasionally a garish glare lit her face, a bolt of lightning, and immediately afterwards basso profundo growls of thunder.


  Jeanne put her head into her hands and closed her eyes. What if the creeks are flooding? she worried. As spring had grown nearer, so had her anxiety. She wished devoutly that she could talk to someone about her concerns. Once, she thought, she would have told George Masters her fears that she wouldn't be able to handle the Rose on the lower part of the Arkansas River during the spring rains. But since he had talked to her about the article in the newspaper, his attitude seemed to have changed from wholehearted support of her venture to a sort of patient indulgence. She was reluctant to tell him about any setbacks or hardships on the Helena Rose. She had the feeling that he was just waiting for an excuse to talk her out of piloting. In spite of her current fears, Jeanne was far from ready to retire from the river. She must have as much of her father in her as she did her mother, she reflected.


  The natural person to talk to should be Clint Hardin, her business partner and the engineer. But Jeanne refused to contemplate confiding in him, for she simply didn't trust him. He and Vince always left the boat on their overnight stops, and she knew they must be going to saloons. They were careful, and courteous, she admitted. They must get all their drinking and carousing done before they returned to the Helena Rose, because Jeanne had never heard them come back, even though the door to Clint's cabin was directly across from her cabin door.


  But there were also the two- or three-day stays in Memphis after they concluded a trip. Clint and Vince left in the evenings, as usual. One morning when Jeanne left her cabin after they had arrived in town the night before, she could smell the essence of sandalwood in the hallway in front of Clint's door. She only knew what sandalwood smelled like because a gentleman at the Gayoso had always brought his own soap, sandalwood soap. To Jeanne the scent represented something costly, glamorous, mysterious, and it was outlandish to think that Clint Hardin would buy it. It had to be something to do with a woman.


  Also several times she had caught the barest whiff of a woman's perfume in the hallway. Jeanne wondered if the sandalwood woman and the perfume woman were the same person before she berated herself harshly for wasting her time even thinking about such things.


  And then, of course, there had been the infamous Suzette incident. One day as they were in Memphis loading up, a buxom girl of about eighteen with raven hair and dark snapping eyes danced onto the Helena Rose. Jeanne was standing up on the hurricane deck, just above the bow, watching the roustabouts load. When Suzette boarded, she could hear Vince and Clint laughing. Later Vince had said something to Clint about going to see Suzette at the Bell and Whistle that night, or she'd have a thing or two to say when they got back.


  None of these things were Jeanne's concern; but she felt she had good reasons not to trust Clint Hardin.


  As these things ran through her mind, she took a mental step back. It's not that I don't trust him, I trust him with Marvel and I trust him with money. That is a lot of trust. It's just that I can't confide in him, talk to him about personal things.


  At the moment Jeanne's troubles weren't personal, they were about the Helena Rose. It was her own conflicting emotions about Clint Hardin that were in the way. But she was tired and she didn't want to analyze all that. She would see what the morning would bring.
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  VINCE CAME INTO THE engine room and said, "Ezra's nervous." He had to shout because the engine was always loud and on this stormy morning the rain made a deafening staccato beat against the sides of the Helena Rose.


  "How can you tell?" Clint shouted back. He was kneeling down on the starboard side, looking underneath the complication of pipes that led into and out of the Rose's pumps.


  Vince came to kneel beside him and help him look. "He's standing out on deck, staring at the riverbanks. We got a leak or something?"


  "No, but listen how hard the pump's working. I'm thinking we're drawing up more sludge than water."


  "How can you hear the pump?" Vince complained. "All I hear is a deafening hurly-burly racket."


  "Good ears, I guess." He stood up and crossed to the port side to kneel again, and he said something that Vince couldn't hear, of course.


  Sighing, Vince stood up and was about to kneel by him again when not one but three jangling rings of the attention bell from the pilothouse sounded. Then they heard Jeanne scream, "Clint, Clint! Hurry, I need help!"


  Clint stood and bounded out of the engine room, took the stairs three at a time, and was in the wheelhouse in ten seconds. It was dark, the windows completely clouded up. Jeanne was standing on a spoke on the left-hand side of the wheel. "Help me! We've got to turn to port!" she cried, jumped, and stamped on the spoke, hard, but the wheel didn't move.


  Galvanized, Clint took two pins at the top and pushed left. For eternal moments he struggled, the tendons and veins on his arms bulging. Slowly the wheel gave, and he was able to move four pins left. Jeanne jumped off the wheel and cried, "That's enough! We've got to—"


  But Clint had already guessed the situation and he shouted, "Vinnie! Back and fill, back and fill!"


  This command effectively put the boat in neutral, and sluggishly she wallowed to a stop. Clint turned the wheel, still with some difficulty, until the kingpin, the one that was wrapped in marlin as an indicator, was straight up. This meant the rudder was exactly straight.


  "What's happened?" he asked Jeanne calmly.


  Her face was pale and her hands shook. "I was trying to come out of a hairpin right turn. From the east Choctaw Creek is flooding, and it created a strong cross-current and the rudder got stuck in the right turn. I couldn't get her out of it in time."


  "Can you hold her steady?" he asked, and Jeanne stepped up to the wheel.


  Clint went outside and wiped the rain away from his face. The storm clouds were so low and black that it was more like late evening than eleven o'clock in the morning. Around him all he could see were gaunt trees with naked spiky branches. The water was black. As he began to comprehend what he was seeing, he realized that the Rose was in a swamp, surrounded by cypress and tupelo trees. He ran to the side of the boat and looked around, and barely in the torpid light he could see great cypress knees—hull-killers—rising up out of the water. He oriented himself, and realized that the Rose had turned sideways to the current that had swept them in.


  He ducked back inside the pilothouse. "Is the way back to the river landmarked in any way?" he asked.


  Mutely she shook her head. He went to the speaking tube and didn't bother with the attention bell. Shouting in an operatic voice was loud enough. "Vinnie, Ezra up here now." He took a rag out of his pocket and wiped the windows, but like a wraith, the steam slowly stole back into the corners.


  Vince and Ezra came in and Clint said, "We're in a cypress swamp, and we can't back out. The Rose is turned port side against the current. What we're going to have to do is reverse, fill, forward, fill, reverse, fill, forward, fill, and so on 'til we get her head-on. Then I'll give you a shout to stop."


  "Got it, Clint," Vince said.


  He and Ezra started to leave, but Ezra turned back and asked, "Cap'n Jeanne, we's in Dead Man's Slough, ain't we?"


  "Yes," she answered dully. "Have you ever gotten caught in here before?"


  "No, ma'am, but don't you worry, we'll have her outta here in no time," he said reassuringly, and closed the pilothouse door.


  Clint said, "Jeanne, you're the pilot, you know this wheel. You want to do this?"


  "No, I don't," she answered tensely. She stood by the wheel, her fists clenched at her sides.


  He nodded, and slowly the engines geared up again, and the Rose began to back up. Clint worked the wheel, and then they filled, and he turned it the other way; this went on as they inched their way around, turning in a tight half-circle. At last the Helena Rose was facing due east. Clint leaned over the speaking tube and called, "That's good, boys! Shut 'er down!"


  When the engines came to a full stop, Clint ran outside again to see if the Rose was still being pushed farther into the swamp by the flood current. But the dark water looked still except for the raindrops splashing on its gloomy surface, and he could see no telltale ripples against her nose, so he went back inside the pilothouse. Jeanne was sitting on the bench, her hands limp in her lap, staring into space. He sat down beside her.


  "I've always heard the river plays the very devil's tricks on you," he said lightly. "This was a humdinger."


  "It wasn't the river," Jeanne said numbly. "It was me. I was afraid this was going to happen."


  "Jeanne, boats get shoved around every which way by flood currents all the time. It's not your fault."


  "It was my fault. I'm too weak to handle the Rose. If a grown man had been piloting he could have made the turn."


  "Maybe, maybe not. Ezra told me that pilots have a saying. 'It takes one upstream, but sometimes downstream it takes three: two to fight the wheel and one to holler encouragement.'"


  "Fine. So we need three grown men to pilot."


  "No. We need you," Clint said quietly.


  "Don't patronize me, I am not a child!" Jeanne stormed, jumping to her feet to stand before him, her bloodless fists on her hips. "You don't know anything about what I'm going through! You just tra-la-la, trip your way around life, everything comes so easy for you! You sashay onto a riverboat, and oh, sure, this is simple! Steam boilers, reaching jerkins, pooling rods, no problem! I've been a master machinist since I was two years old! Oh, what's the matter, poor little Jeanne, can't turn the wheel? Here, I'll do it with my pinky finger, see how simple it is? And you just open your mouth, and glorious sounds like an archangel's anthem just come rolling out, but you fiddle-faddle around and sing about stupid tuckahaws! And, oh, Vinnie, help me, I just can't decide between my sandalwood woman or my perfume woman or my tavern maid with the black, black, black hair!"


  When this tirade had begun, Clint's inclination had been to rise to his feet, because it was so deeply ingrained in him not to remain sitting when a lady stood. But after Jeanne's first few words he realized he'd better keep his seat. Clint had seen ladies having hysterics before, but he'd never seen one quite as wrathful, nor as acidly articulate, as Jeanne. Despite himself he was fascinated. And so he sat, looking up at her, struggling to keep his face expressionless.


  She shut her mouth abruptly, pressed her fingers to her temples, and squeezed her eyes shut. "What am I saying? I must be out of my mind." She collapsed back onto the bench.


  Clint watched her warily, but she seemed deflated and listless, and remained silent. Finally he said, "I'm sorry about all of that, Jeanne. But right now I guess we'd better figure out what to do. Should we just stay here until the storm stops?"


  She looked down. "I don't want to stay in Dead Man's Slough overnight."


  He nodded. "Okay. It's only about noon now. We'll see how it goes for the next couple of hours. By two, if it hasn't let up, why don't we try this. We can take soundings, and drive out of here one paddle at a time."


  "That's fine," she said dully. "But I'm not driving. You do it. And I don't want to go south when we get back in the river. About ten miles north is a big landing, Widow Eames' Landing. I'm sure Ezra knows it. I want to stay there overnight."


  "Then that's what we'll do," Clint said steadily. "You look really tired. Why don't you go rest for awhile?"


  She rose and without looking at him or saying a word, she left the pilothouse. He watched her thoughtfully. She didn't try to shield herself from the rain. Her shoulders stooped, she walked slowly to the stairs and didn't look back. When he was sure she'd had enough time to get into her cabin he went down to the boiler room. Vince, Ezra, and Marvel were there. Marvel was sitting in her chair, clutching Avaymaria and Mrs. Topp. She looked scared. Instantly Clint went down on his knee beside her and took her hand. It was very small and cold. He smiled at her. "The river played a dirty trick on your mama, and whooshed us right up into a swamp. But everything's okay, Marvel. Your mother is fine, she just had a tough morning and needs to rest for awhile."


  She stared at him with her wide-spaced almond eyes, so like her mother's. Then she nodded slowly. "I understand. Roberty's already making tea, the black Indian that Mama likes. Should I take it to her?"


  "Yeah, I think that would be real nice."


  Marvel left to go to the galley, and Clint turned to Ezra. "What in blazes is Dead Man's Slough?"


  Grimly, Ezra said, "Hit used to be just a bog about a quarter-mile east of the river, called Choctaw Bayou. Indians used to go in there to gather thet moss on the trees, makes good stuffing for pillows and mattresses and such. But the Choctaw Creek acrost flooded and cut a swath over to the bog, so's now it's connected to the river by a narrow ditch of fast-flowin' water, in heavy rain times. Story is that back in the bad days when all the Indians was gittin' shipped out to the west, some of 'em would try to hide in Choctaw Bayou. But rivermen that got caught just like we done did told tales of finding Indians hanging from the trees back up in here, lot's of 'em, all over. That's when they started calling it Dead Man's Slough. And that's when it started to be said that Choctaw Creek tries to push the white man's boats up in it."


  "You don't believe that though, do you Ezra?" Vince asked uncertainly.


  He shrugged. "Choctaw Creek does push boats inter the bog. That's how we got here."


  Clint asked, "But you said you'd never been here before?"


  "No, Cap'n Hardin wasn't named 'Bull' for no reason. He was strong as a team of ox. He could fight that rudder right round when it got flat-up a-whomperjawed by the river. I niver did know of him to lose the boat 'cause of that. I reckon that's what's happent; going downstream, and them currents pushed the rudder right bang-up agin the housing."


  Hesitantly, Clint said, "Jeanne says it's because she wasn't strong enough to turn the wheel."


  "Prob'ly true. They's been other pilots that's been caught up inter Dead Man's Slough, though. Rip-roarin' river men. If that's what she's done got in her head."


  "That's what she's done got in her head," Clint said dryly.


  "But did these other pilots see any dead Indians?" Vince asked, his brow furrowed.


  "Not that I know of," Ezra answered. "But dead men or not, it just ain't a good place to be stuck in."


  "I don't think Jeanne's going to be able to get us out of here," Clint said evenly. "Could we take soundings and go real slow?"


  "Sure 'nough," Ezra replied. "But who's going to drive the Rose?"


  "I guess I am," Clint said. "Captain's orders."
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  THE NIGHT SKY WAS washed clean by the rain, and countless stars glittered. A solemn half moon hung low, too close to the horizon to reflect in the river. The Helena Rose was at rest at Widow Eames' Landing, a solid dock made of cypress. Up a long, gentle hill six lantern-lit windows glowed from the Eames house, three windows downstairs and three windows upstairs. Clint thought that it was a lot of lights for one widow, but then he didn't know if she was lucky enough to have family living with her.


  He was sitting up on the hurricane deck in the soundless night, just staring up at the sky. It was unusual for him to be so still for so long. But he felt tranquil, not restless, as he watched the old moon and the stars and smelled the rich fragrance of wet earth and felt the tentative warmth of early spring.


  Jeanne came onto the deck and crossed over to him. "I'm so sorry," she said quietly.


  "Don't be," he said hurriedly. "Here, take my front-row seat. I'll go get me another one." He went into the wheelhouse and came out with another long bolster, the padding from the benches. Jeanne was already seated, her legs crossed beside her, her back against the 'scape pipe. Clint arranged his pillow and sat down. "Hope you don't mind me abusing your bench padding."


  "No, I don't. I never sit on the bench anyway. So. How did you make it?"


  "Okay. I kind of zigged and zagged along, because I couldn't get the hang of the wheel for awhile. I yanked us this way, then I'd shoot us over that way. Ezra said I was driving like a Sattiday night drunk. Begging your pardon, ma'am."


  He couldn't see her face very well, but he sensed her smile. "I didn't feel any zigging or zagging. I think you must have done fine."


  "Thanks, Captain."


  "You're welcome."


  She turned her face upward, and it was lit by starlight and faint moonglow. Her profile was clean, her nose small, her lips youthfully full, her neck long and slender and graceful. "I've seen so many nights here, at this landing. Widow Eames used to have a big eight-sided gazebo painted white right there. She had a large family, you see, and her sons built it. In summer sometimes the Eames and families from all around used to come down here and picnic and swim and dance in the gazebo. That gazebo was probably the most familiar landmark on the Arkansas River."


  "What happened to it?" Clint asked curiously.


  She sighed deeply, a sad sound. "There was a tornado. It destroyed the gazebo and the dock and—and the Pearl, my father's boat. My parents were killed."


  Clint drew a sharp indrawn breath. "I'm so sorry, Jeanne. You weren't on the boat?"


  "No, I was married, and Marvel was five months old. We were living in Memphis. The tornado was on May 7, 1849, and it caused a lot of damage between Little Rock and Arkansas Post, and eighteen people died. Anyway, I didn't even find out about my parents for a week and a day. I came back here. They're buried up there, in a little cemetery about a mile from here. But there was nothing left of the Pearl, nothing at all. It was as if she had simply disappeared."


  "You've passed this place on every trip," Clint said quietly. "It must have been hard for you."


  "The first trip was very hard. But that all happened six years ago, and it's true that time, and the Lord, can heal all sorrows. One day I wanted to stop and visit their graves, but I'm not quite ready for that yet. Now I try to remember the good things, the summer nights with the Pearl all lit up, and a hundred torches on the hill and all around the white gazebo. Two of the Eames boys were very taken with me, and they used to fight to see who was going to ask me to dance first. Of course, we were about eight or nine years old at the time."


  Clint was wondering about her husband, and where he was when Marvel was only five months old and she lost her grandparents. But Jeanne's tone had turned light now, and he didn't want to question her about her marriage. It was miraculous that she'd told him about her parents. So he merely said, "You can't blame a fellow for fighting to see who's going to dance with the most beautiful woman at the ball, even if she is only eight years old."


  "Hmm. And what about you, Clint? What were you doing when you were eight years old? What about your parents?"


  He shrugged. "I never knew my father. By the time I was eight years old, I didn't know my mother any more." He stopped, but Jeanne felt he wanted to continue so she remained silent.


  "She told me that he left her before I was born," he finally went on. "She said that he'd decided that she wasn't good enough for him, and so he knew that I wouldn't be good enough for him. He paid for me to go to Calvary Episcopal School, though. And I think, I'm not sure, that when I was young he was paying for our house. But my mother started drinking, and we lost the house, and moved to a cheap boardinghouse. She just literally wrecked herself, she got so bad."


  "The drinking?" Jeanne asked quietly.


  "It started out with whiskey, but then she got addicted to laudanum. It killed her," he said bluntly. "When I was fourteen. For three years she had been hitting the streets to pay for her little blue bottle. When that was gone, and she didn't have money for more laudanum, she drank rotgut whisky. Finally it was both. She didn't die well," he added bitterly.


  "Oh, Clint, I am so sorry," Jeanne said compassionately. "It's when I hear things like this that I realize how very blessed I've been. I should never complain, or feel sad, or scared."


  "Everybody's got a story," Clint said in a hard voice that was unheard of coming from him. "Mine's better than some, worse than some. Anyway, I got the Helena Rose from a cousin of my father's, so something good came out of it."


  "It's funny you should say that. I have the same kind of mixed feelings about Ira Hardin's boat coming to me. You know that my mother was a Hardin, and she was from St. Louis."


  "Ah, the infamous St. Louis Hardins. Good thing we're the Memphis Hardins or we never would have inherited. What's the story with them, anyway?"


  "I don't have any idea," Jeanne said, sighing. "My mother never spoke of her family when I was a child. When I got older, she sat me down and had a talk with me, but she was—guarded, I suppose you'd say. She told me that her parents had disapproved of my father. When she married him anyway, she said that over time they had grown so far apart that they really weren't like her family any more. My father and I were her family."


  "It sounds like you had a really good family, without the St. Louis Hardins. I'll bet they cut her right off, just like my father cut off me and my mother. I'll bet something like that happened to Bull Hardin, too. To tell the truth, I'm glad we're just fifth cousins twice and a half removed from them."


  "You're a fourth cousin of Ira's, and I'm a fifth once removed," Jeanne reminded him. "And I have to be grateful that I'm a Hardin, no matter how distant. As you said, that's why we've got the Rose."


  "Okay, so I'm grateful. Speaking of the Rose, how's the pilot doing?"


  Jeanne sighed. "I guess we do have to talk about it."


  Clint propped one knee up and rested his arm on it. "I wish it wasn't that we have to, Jeanne. I wish you just wanted to talk to me about it."


  "I know, and I am trying. It's hard for me, Clint. I'm just not accustomed to asking anyone for help."


  "Yeah, I noticed. But I can help you, Jeanne, I know I can. And I'm not just saying this because you're a woman and you're weak, and I'm a man and I'm tough. It's because I'm your engineer and you're my pilot, and you had a mechanical problem, and it's my responsibility to figure out a way to fix that problem."


  "So you think it was just a mechanical problem?"


  "Well, yeah. I mean, all that stuff about the angels singing and the tuckahaw and what on earth do you think a reaching jerkin is? No, I can't help you with all that. But I can fix it so the rudder's not so close to the housing and not so tight, and that will make the wheel easier to turn. It may happen again anyway—because it happens. It's just the way of the river."


  "The way of the river," Jeanne echoed softly. "Yes, the river can be cruel and heartless and dangerous. But he can be dreamy and slow and sweet, too. Maybe you're right, Clint. Maybe it's not just me."


  "It's not just you, Jeanne. And please, please listen to me. You're not alone in this. Whatever it is, no matter how bad it is, or how little the problem, give me a chance to help you."


  She nodded slowly. "Okay, Clint. I'll give you a chance."


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE
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  Neither Clint nor Jeanne mentioned their impromptu meeting on the hurricane deck that night to anyone. It had an effect, though; Jeanne and Clint talked more and more about the Helena Rose. Jeanne got into the habit of having breakfast with the crew in the galley, instead of just her and Marvel in their cabin. After the day's run, instead of going immediately to do her logs and paperwork, Jeanne came down to the main cargo deck as they were loading or unloading, and she and Clint talked to the shippers and attended to the mail together. As spring melted into summer, Jeanne came to respect him, and she even found that she enjoyed his company. Before she had always felt vague hostility toward him, mixed with disdain.


  "Yes, I know I've told you that he's sometimes arrogant, and yes, sometimes he infuriates me," Jeanne explained to George Masters. "He and Vince must live in saloons, I think, when they're not on the Rose. And his women! I imagine he has two or three in every port. But still, he's an excellent engineer, and he's proved to be a shrewd businessman. That makes him a good man for a business partner."


  "Mmm," George said noncommittally. They were sitting on a bench in Court Square, feeding peanuts to the squirrels. It was a hot day in July, and Jeanne was wearing a brand-new summer dress of light green muslin with a pink rose print. The sleeves were "pagoda" sleeves, the outer sleeve triangle-shaped with white embroidered eyelet undersleeves. For this one dress, Jeanne had bought a hoop skirt, and the eight-ruffled skirt was wide and made her waist look tiny. Her bonnet was trimmed with a dozen satin roses, and she had a dainty parasol of white Battenburg lace. She looked about eighteen years old.


  The Court Square squirrels were famous in Memphis, for they were the fattest, boldest, most spoiled animals that ever lived. Now one bright-eyed squirrel that had been hogging the peanuts scampered up to Jeanne, climbed up onto the toe of her boot, and sat up, begging. "You little minx!" she said with delight. Slowly she reached down with a peanut. He took it in his clever paws, stuffed it into his cheek, and then ran off. Jeanne laughed. "He's as bad as Leo! That dog has gotten so that he lays his big slobbery head on my lap every time we're eating. I have to wash my skirts every night, it's as bad as trying to keep my aprons clean at the Gayoso."


  "Do you know, I can count on one hand the times I've heard you laugh," George said. "You sound happy. I hope that some of that happiness has to do with me?"


  "Of course it does. After all, we never could have done so well with the Helena Rose without your help."


  "So your happiness is all about the success of the Rose. Your success, and Clint Hardin's success. That's not what I was talking about, Jeanne."


  Jeanne reached into their bag of peanuts and threw some out to the waiting dozen or so squirrels around their feet. "I know," she said quietly. "I understand what you're asking, George. Yes, you make me happy. Can we leave it at that right now?"


  "I'm glad I make you happy," he said slowly, and then turned to search her face. "But I need more, Jeanne. Evaluating this conversation alone, Clint Hardin makes you happy, the squirrel makes you happy, Leo makes you happy, and I make you happy. How am I supposed to feel about that?"


  "I didn't say Clint makes me happy," Jeanne said hastily. "It's just that—oh, forget about him. George, please try to understand my position," she said, dropping her voice so that passers-by strolling in the park couldn't hear her. "Do you realize that you are the only man I've ever kissed besides my husband? Our relationship, our warmth and closeness, are all strange territory to me, something brand-new and a little frightening."


  "You've never been frightened of anything in your life, Jeanne."


  "You are so wrong, and the reason you're wrong is because you don't really know me as well as you think, and I don't really know you either. That's my point. We share a lot of things between us, but there hasn't been enough time for me to be sure of my feelings."


  "It's been seven months, and I am very sure of my feelings, dearest," he said, taking her hand and caressing it in both of his. "Can't you give me some encouragement, can't you at least tell me what you're thinking about us? No matter how many times we kiss, and how close we become, I always know that you're holding back. I can sense that you deliberately put distance between us, and it's hard for me."


  With some difficulty Jeanne said, "George, I meant it when I said that you make me happy. I enjoy our time together immensely. You're interesting, you're interested in me and you show it, you listen to me and you respect me. And I—I find you a very attractive man, and I'm drawn to you in that way. But more than this I can't say right now."


  He lifted her hand, turned it over, and pressed his lips to her palm. "Then it will have to be enough, Jeanne. I can wait."
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  THE NIGHTS HAD GROWN sultry. Jeanne slept with not even a light sheet covering her, only her cotton nightgown. She tried to stay very still so as not to wake Marvel, who never seemed to get too hot. But after about an hour, Jeanne felt perspiration beading on her forehead, and she got up. She bathed her face in cool water scented with mint, which she found to be cooling and refreshing, but it also had a tendency to make her feel wide-awake. She went to the window, propped her crossed arms on the sill, and rested her chin on her hands. There was a very slight breeze, and it felt good on her tingling face. Again she thought how grateful she was to Clint for replacing all of the windows on the Rose with six-by-six windows that opened. It had been an extravagant expense for a steamer, but Clint had known a glazier that gave them a good price, and he and Ezra had installed them. Ezra was an experienced carpenter, and Clint had learned quickly, Jeanne thought ruefully. Naturally.


  It was early, so there was still activity on the docks. The music of a waltz drifted on the air, probably from the steamship docked two down from the Rose, a big luxury steamship with twenty staterooms and a ballroom, Vince had told her. He seemed to know everything about every boat on the river. Jeanne hummed along with the waltz. In the capricious breeze, occasionally a man's deep voice would carry to her, or a woman's light laughter.


  Then she heard two voices quite clearly. Clint and Vince were coming back on board the Rose. ". . . trying to tell me you're not staying over with her, Clint? C'mon!"


  "I'm trying not to tell you anything, Vinnie."


  "I know, but you might as well give over, man. Don't you think we all know who that little colored boy is, with his red vest and black trousers, that brings those messages? Her Majesty sure knows how to dress up her slaves, even the errand boys. Little popinjay, carrying around those purple notes that smell like perfume."


  "Hey, Vinnie? Did you notice that I happen to be standing here talking to you for some reason I can't understand and not at her house?"


  "Yeah. How'd that happen?"


  "Shut up, Vinnie."


  Their voices faded as they went into the boiler room. Jeanne had been motionless, outrage growing in her. Now she stood up and banged the window down. It sounded loud, but Marvel didn't stir. Jeanne paced. Staying with Her Majesty! And this woman is sending little love missives down here to my boat? How dare she! And I wonder how they explain those perfumed notes and the popinjay to Marvel? I could kill Clint!


  Jeanne raved on for a while, and managed to make herself tired. She lay back down but found that she couldn't make her mind stop going over and over the conversation. It was a long, restless night.


  When she awoke in the morning she could tell she had slept late, for the light streaming through the windows was already white and hot. Marvel was already gone to breakfast. Jeanne splashed her face again and again and dressed hurriedly. She went down the hallway to the galley, stepped inside and looked around at Ezra, Vince, and Roberty, then glared at Clint. "Where is Marvel?" she demanded.


  "Good morning, Captain," Clint said pleasantly. "Don't worry, she ate a good breakfast. She's out playing with Leo."


  "Thank you," Jeanne said stiffly, and hurried out.


  Vince stared at Clint, his brown eyes wide with alarm. "What'd you do?"


  "Me? Nothing! It must have been you."


  "Huh! She didn't bite my head off, buddy. Besides, you're always the one the women are mad at. I've told you and told you, they don't take any notice of me when you're around, and when they're in a huff I'm really, really glad."


  Jeanne went out on the main deck, and Marvel wasn't there, and she wasn't on the Texas deck either. Muttering to herself, she went up the stairs.


  The hurricane deck, where the pilothouse was perched, was the flat roof of the boat. It was about twenty feet above the water, and it had no railing. Jeanne saw Marvel throw a stick that, ludicrously, had pink ribbons tied to the ends. Leo, his ears flopping crazily, loped over to it, picked it up, shook it, and then bounded back to Marvel. Jeanne said sharply, "Marvel! What are you doing!"


  Marvel whipped around and the laughter on her face faded. "I'm playing with Leo, Mama." The dog sat down by her and drooped his head guiltily.


  Jeanne walked over to them. "Haven't I told you not to play up here? It's dangerous! You could fall overboard!"


  Marvel looked down and fidgeted with the stick in her hand. "I'm sorry, Mama, but no, you didn't tell me that. This is the first time I've played with Leo up here."


  "Oh," Jeanne said uncertainly. "I didn't realize . . ." She knelt and lifted Marvel's chin. "I'm sorry, Marvel. But I really don't want you playing up here, all right?"


  "All right, I won't. But Leo comes up here, doesn't he?"


  Jeanne reached over to pet the dog's wide head. "Yes, he likes to come up here and lay down in the shade of the wheelhouse. I guess it's probably the coolest place on the boat. Leo, you big mooch, you always find the most comfortable spot, winter or summer."


  "But won't he fall off?" Marvel asked worriedly.


  "No, he doesn't have much sense but he's got more sense than that," Jeanne said affectionately, scratching his ear. "It's little girls that might fall off. Now, listen, Marvel, I need to ask you something. Have you seen a little black boy come to the boat, with a red waistcoat on?"


  Marvel looked mystified. "Huh? I don't know what you're talking about, Mama. I don't know any little black boys 'cept those ones that bring fish sometimes."


  "So you haven't seen a boy dressed in a red waistcoat and black trousers bring a note or letter to Mr. Clint? Here, on the boat?"


  "No, ma'am."


  Jeanne sighed and stood back up. "Good. Now, I haven't had my breakfast yet. Why don't you and Leo come down and keep me company?"


  They went back down to the galley, and Jeanne managed to make herself agreeable to everyone. Their freight, a load of dry goods and housewares, had been loaded yesterday, so as soon as Jeanne finished breakfast they were on their way.


  They reached Helena eight hours later, and Jeanne came down to talk to Clint. "You're sure you know what's being off-loaded here?" she asked cautiously. "All that stuff looks like a big jumble to me."


  "No, we got it, Cap'n. I made sure it got loaded in order. Roberty's been a big help with multiple shippers and offloads, you know? Ever since we gave him charge of the mail sacks, he's turned into a little organizing fiend."


  "Really? That's nice," Jeanne said shortly, and went upstairs.


  Jeanne was much like that the entire trip, though she didn't stay shut up in her cabin. She was just very cool to Clint. It seemed he didn't even notice, which for some reason only made Jeanne more angry. By the time they were coming back from Little Rock, she had almost forgotten the reason she was upset with Clint in the first place.


  They were steaming easy along. The river was wide and slow, almost like a big orange-brown pond. The sun was just past noon-high, and the heat of the sunbeams on Jeanne's face made her cheeks burn a little. A fly had gotten trapped in the wheelhouse, and its busy buzz and the huffing of the 'scape pipes and the rhythmic water whishing of the paddle wheel were the only sounds.


  Then Jeanne heard a curious beat, like a far-off snare drum, whit! whit! whit! for a few seconds, and then it turned into a jangling clank! clank! CLINK-CLINK-CLANK! CLANK!


  "Shuttin' her down, Cap'n!" Clint shouted in the engine room speaking tube.


  Jeanne positioned the kingpin, then went outside. She saw Leo standing at the far end of the deck, right at the edge, looking down. The wheel was still turning, though much more slowly, and the noise became clank . . . clankety . . . clankety . . .


  "Dumb dog," Jeanne muttered, and stamped down the deck. When she reached him she grabbed the folds of loose skin behind his head and said, "LEO! You're going to—"


  The dog started, jumping as if he'd been scalded, and then she felt a weight on her foot as he landed on it. She then jumped and struggled to get her foot out from under his big paw; her skirt and petticoat flapped around the dog's head, she lost her grip on him and stumbled, and down Jeanne went, dog and all. Her shoulder hit the paddle wheel, and then the warm milky water of the river closed over her head.


  At first she panicked, struggling wildly because she was trapped, something was pulling her down. But immediately she calmed down and realized that her skirt had gotten tangled in the paddle wheel and it was all bunched up and twisted tight around her. She tried to pull it free, and realized that she didn't have the strength to tear the fabric, so she reached around to undo the single button at the waistband. Like all experienced swimmers, she had instinctively taken a deep breath before she hit the water.


  She felt a tug on her sleeve that pulled her arm away, and she saw Leo, trying to pull her up. She wrenched her arm back and reached around herself again. Then there was a splash, and strong arms grabbed her around the waist. She felt a strong yank, and for a moment her skirt held her, but then another bone-crushing yank crushed the breath she had left out of her. Her skirt gave way, and then she was above water. She gasped and coughed, then drew in a deep breath. Clint was holding her up, his hands around her waist.


  She pushed his face. "Let go of me, you—you!"


  "Huh? But I'm helping you! Here, Jeanne, I'll pull—"


  "No! I can swim, you moron! Just let go of me!"


  "Okay, okay!" he said, and struck out toward the shore, which was only twelve feet away. To get back on the boat they'd have to swim all eighty feet down to the bow. Jeanne did have trouble, because she was choking a little and her petticoat was tangled between her legs. Still, she reached the muddy riverbank and pulled herself up to collapse beside Clint, who was sitting there calmly, petting a dripping, downcast Leo.


  "Oh! You almost yanked me in two!" Jeanne shouted to Clint.


  "You were drowning. I pulled you up."


  "I wasn't drowning, I was just unfastening my skirt!"


  Clint's eyebrows shot up. "You were unfastening your skirt," he repeated slowly. "So sorry, I didn't realize I was supposed to be saving your skirt."


  "Mama!" Floating over the water, Marvel's thin voice sounded panicky.


  "It's all right, darling, I'm fine!" Jeanne shouted, and waved. Vince, Ezra, Roberty, and Marvel lined the port side railing.


  "Did you fall off?" Marvel called anxiously.


  Clint, Vince, and Ezra couldn't help it. They all burst into laughter.


  Jeanne was furious with them, and spluttered inarticulately. But then the absurdity of the situation hit her, and she started chuckling, and then giggling. Finally she managed to call out, "Yes, I fell off, Marvel. But I'm fine."


  Clint's white teeth gleamed. "Thought you were a river—er—lady. Only landsmen fall in."


  "Actually Leo pushed me in," Jeanne said, gasping a little. "But then he tried to pull me out, so I guess we're even."


  She plucked at her torn blouse sleeve, and then she realized how she looked. Her blouse, now completely transparent, clung to her like a second skin, and she felt cool air on her back; it must be completely torn in two from Leo trying to pull her up. Her skirt was completely gone, except for a few raggedy tatters hanging down from her waist. Her single petticoat was wrapped soggy around her legs. She remembered hitting the paddle wheel, and reached back to feel of her upper shoulder.


  Clint frowned and said, "You got a mean red streak back there, Captain. Did you hit the paddles?"


  "I just glanced off them, it's not really bad," Jeanne said, working her arm around. It was then that Jeanne really looked at Clint. His hair was slicked back and gleamed ebony in the sun. His eyes were a bright royal blue, and tiny water drops in his long thick eyelashes sparkled. He wasn't wearing a shirt. He had gotten tanned on the boat this summer, and the expanse of his bronzed chest and the thick muscles of his shoulders and arms distracted Jeanne for several moments. Quickly she turned her head. "I must look a perfect fright."


  "Nah," Clint said. "You look real nice. A little damp, but you're still pretty."


  "Liar," Jeanne said with amusement.


  "Am not," he said lazily. Then a curiously unsettled look crossed his rugged face, and he said, "So. You want to swim back, or have Vince and Ezra put down one of the stages? They'd reach."


  "No, that's way too much trouble. I'll swim. But not just this minute, I'm still catching my breath. What happened, anyway?"


  "You fell in," Clint teased. "Okay, okay, sorry. It's one of the reach rods, or as some captains call it, a reaching jerky."


  "That would be a reaching jerkin," Jeanne corrected him, her dark eyes dancing. "Can you fix it? No, what am I saying? Of course you can fix it. You can fix everything."


  "Not everything. For instance, no way I can fix that sad drownded skirt of yours. But yeah, I can fix the reach rod, it just whanged right out of a connection. What really gets my goat is that I oiled all the connections this morning and I didn't even notice it was loose."


  "How'd that happen?" Jeanne said with a mischievous grin.


  "My question exactly. You know, I think this is the first time I've ever seen you laugh. Are you happy, Jeanne?"


  "What?" she blurted out. They stared at each other.


  Vince yelled, "Hey, you people want a gangplank? Or I could bring you over a picnic!"


  "That'd be nice," Clint yelled back.


  Jeanne laughed.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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  "I've got a great idea," Clint said. "I want to take you all out to eat. We can celebrate Captain Jeanne's Dunk. You ever have German food, kleines Mädchen?"


  "I don't know," Marvel replied, puzzled. "Mama knows. Do you speak German?"


  "No, but I can sing in German," Clint said airily. "I know 'O Tannenbaum' and 'Stille Nacht.'"


  "Yeah, but Her Ladyship says you sing German with an Italian accent," Vince joked. Clint gave him a dire warning glance.


  They had just finished unloading in Memphis. Ezra had made lemonade, and Clint and Jeanne kept the boat stocked with the luxury of ice in the icebox. Everyone was sitting out on the main cargo deck, watching the furious activity on the docks. Twenty-two steamers were lined up in the waterway, and hundreds of people—roustabouts, crews, passengers, shippers, receivers, errand boys, woodmen—swarmed all over, shouting and shoving. After the Rose had been unloaded, they pulled down to the far end of the wharves and docked to get out of the way. Ezra had brought out crates for them to sit on, and Clint had remarked that he was going to go to town and get them some nice deck chairs. Now, after Vince's tell, he glanced cautiously at Jeanne. She pressed her lips together and looked down the docks, but said nothing.


  Marvel asked, "Do you sing 'Avaymaria' in German?"


  "No, that's actually in Latin," Clint replied. "And Vinnie has a big mouth, so he's going to tell you I sing Latin with a German accent. So, how 'bout it, everyone? I'll hire us a cart and we'll go to Mütter Krause's for dinner tomorrow. You too, Ezra. You gotta get off this boat sometime or you're going to start looking like a boiler."


  He grinned. "Just so happens I love Mütter Krause's Weiner schnitzel. You betcha I'll go. How're you for sech a thing as Weiner schnitzel, Captain Jeanne?"


  "I've never had it," she said distantly. "And I'm afraid that I have a previous engagement tomorrow, Clint." She was still looking away.


  "I knew it, you always go with Mr. Masters," Marvel said impatiently. "But I can go with them, can't I? I want some weinersnits."


  "Yes, you may go," Jeanne said. She rose and said, "Speaking of Mr. Masters, I see him coming now. If you all will excuse me, I think I'll go meet him."


  He was strolling along dressed in a cream linen suit with a straw top hat. Jeanne had teased him about his "summer" walking stick, made of blonde ironwood with a silver knob with inlaid pearl.


  After their greetings Jeanne tucked her arm into his as they walked slowly back to the Rose. "I see you brought me a present! How thoughtful, I love Frank Leslie's Illustrated Weekly. It's so good for me to read with Marvel. She can't read nearly well enough for a newspaper yet, of course. But with pictures, she sounds out and learns new words. And Roberty too."


  "Then I'll start bringing you one every week," he said gallantly. "It's little enough, since you won't let me buy you any gifts. It's depressing to be limited to flowers and newspapers. So how was the trip, Jeanne?"


  "I fell in the river," she said with amusement. "The crew is calling it Captain Jeanne's Dunk."


  He stopped walking and turned to grab both her arms. "You fell in! Are you hurt?"


  "No, no, I'm just fine. I banged my shoulder against the paddle wheel, and I've got a lurid bruise that's quite dramatic, but it looks worse than it feels. To tell the truth, the whole thing was kind of funny."


  "Funny," he repeated darkly as they started walking again. "You banged your shoulder, so you fell close to the paddle wheel. You could have hit your head, or even broken your back, Jeanne. That is not funny."


  "But I didn't. So it did turn out to be funny, considering—"


  "How did you get out?" he demanded. It was the first time he had ever interrupted her. His smooth classic features were dark and troubled.


  "I'm an excellent swimmer," Jeanne retorted.


  "You swim? And just how are you clothed when you swim?" he snapped.


  "My father taught me to swim when I was very young. And after I got older, he found us a swimming hole just out of South Bend that was private, and we all swam there, even my mother. I haven't been swimming since I was sixteen years old, but even if I had it's none of your business what I wear," Jeanne said indignantly.


  They had reached the Rose's landing stage, and George turned to her again and took her hands. "All right, let's forget all that for the moment. It's just that I'm worried, Jeanne. So many things can happen to people on riverboats. What you're doing is dangerous; steamboats are dangerous, the river is dangerous, the weather is dangerous, the people are dangerous. You just don't take care of yourself at all, otherwise you would never have fallen off the boat. You don't have any idea of what you're doing, do you?"


  Jeanne pulled her hands away from him gently. She was very aware that everyone on the Rose was watching them. "So you honestly think that I don't know what I'm doing? How can you say that to me, George?"


  "You're deliberately misunderstanding me. I was talking about you being more aware of the dangers on the river. That's all."


  "Fine. I'll be more careful."


  "Do you promise? Promise me, Jeanne. I worry, because I care about you so deeply," he finished in a low heartfelt voice.


  Mollified, she nodded. "I know you do, George. I care for you too. Let's just not talk any more about me falling in. I can see that you'll never see that it really was funny. Anyway, I wanted to ask you, were you still thinking that we'd go somewhere tomorrow? Because unless you have special plans, I thought I'd go out with the crew and Marvel tomorrow for dinner."


  He frowned. "But we always go out while you're in Memphis. As I've told you, it's very difficult for me, and I hope for you too, just seeing each other on your layovers. Of course I want to spend the day with you tomorrow. Go out with the crew? Surely you're joking! Where are you going to go with a riverboat crew, a saloon? You shouldn't even be seen in public with them!"


  Jeanne drew herself upright and her eyes flashed. "I said, with the crew and Marvel. You are being insufferably rude and snobbish!"


  "You did? I'm so sorry, Jeanne," he said instantly. "To tell you the blunt truth, when I realized you were saying you didn't want to see me tomorrow, I got terribly jealous. That's why I said what I did. Please forgive me, I didn't mean a word of it."


  "Jealous? Oh, George, that's ridiculous!"


  "I can't help it, I want you all to myself," he said with a half smile. "So now I'm rude, snobbish, and selfish."


  "You're none of those things," Jeanne said quietly. "I know that very well."


  "Then you will spend the day with me tomorrow?" he asked. "Please, Jeanne. The days I have with you are important to me above all things."


  "All right," she said, tucking her arm back into his as they went up the gangplank. "But only because you brought me the Illustrated Weekly."


  Though Jeanne smiled at him, she still had misgivings. She really did want to go with the crew tomorrow. The reason she had been rather cool toward Clint was not because of Vince's mention of "Her Ladyship"; Jeanne had resigned herself to Clint's women. It was because she was thinking of how entangled she was with George Masters now. When they were in Memphis she saw very little of Marvel. Now she realized that George Masters hardly ever wanted Marvel to be with them. She supposed it might be understandable. He was a single man with no children and he was, she knew, in love with her. It was only natural that he wanted to be alone with her. He did ask for Marvel to come with them occasionally, and several times he had asked if he could buy Marvel some gift, which Jeanne always refused, but still it was generous of him. Still, it troubled her that he showed very little interest in her daughter.


  Clint Hardin spent a lot of time with Marvel, and with Roberty. In fact, Clint asked Marvel to do things with him, such as helping her with her arithmetic and making up math games. He and Ezra were making a dollhouse for Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria, at Clint's suggestion. At night when he and Vince were on the boat, Clint sang what Marvel wanted to sing, and he often danced with her. Clint actually seemed to like Marvel, and deliberately sought out her company, and not because she was Jeanne's daughter. And like George Masters, Clint Hardin, too, was single, with no children of his own.


  With an effort, Jeanne brought her attention back to George as he said, "Anyway, it does happen that I have plans for us tomorrow. I've found a charming eatery, and during the dinner hour it's perfectly respectable for ladies. It's German food, and if you like German food it's absolutely delicious."


  "Is it Mütter Krause's?" Jeanne asked dully.


  "Why, yes. Do you know it?"


  "No. But I don't really want to go there, George. Not tomorrow, anyway."
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  THE FIRST OF AUGUST, far from being the height of the dry season as usual, had heavy rains. The storms weren't theatrical, just heavy steady downpours of warm rain. Both the Mississippi River and the Arkansas River turned into fast-flowing sepia-colored mud.


  When Clint had first seen the map, he had said that the lower part of the Arkansas River looked like a squiggly green worm. That was actually pretty accurate. From Niccottoo to the mouth of the Arkansas where it flowed into the Mississippi, the kingpin was never straight up. Pilots had to carefully tend the wheel, making constant turns: some sharp, some meandering. Countless streams flowed into the lower Arkansas: some wide and fast, like Choctaw Creek, some so insignificant that they were unnamed, but all of them had to be carefully evaluated by the pilot in a rainy season. As a precaution, Jeanne had told Clint to stand by just in case she needed him to help her with the wheel again. She had realized that she wasn't the only pilot on the river that sometimes was defeated by heavy rains and the currents they created.


  There were no less than four oxbows in this stretch. Oxbows were formed when a slow-moving river meandered off the main course to make a circle. If the narrow entrance of the circle closed off, and if the water was deep enough, the formation became an oxbow lake. On the lower Arkansas the water hadn't eroded the interiors of the circle enough to form lakes, so they were four circles of water just off the river, with sand in the middle. It was Noble's Oxbow that gave the Helena Rose trouble.


  Jeanne rounded a bend she had named Lean-to Corner, because just on the left-hand side of the shore, in the middle of deep thick woods, was a tiny clearing with a three-sided lean-to shack. It was deserted, and obviously old, because the wood was bleached out by many years of sun to an oyster white. She glanced over to look at it, and noticed that it was covered with honeysuckle vines, for it had thousands of tiny yellow blooms, making the lean-to look like a bower. The clearing was carpeted with black-eyed Susans. She was thinking that she'd never noticed flowers there before, and thought everything might be blooming because of the rains they'd had for a week, when abruptly she heard a raspy crunching sound and the Helena Rose jarred to a stop.


  The paddle wheel kept working, making a horrible grunting noise. She rang the attention bell and started to yell into the speaking tube, but Clint's voice sounded in the tube from the engine room. "I'm shutting her down, Jeanne!" Immediately the wheel slowed, then stopped. Jeanne ran downstairs.


  She headed for the side door that led directly into the engine room, but Clint was already outside at the stern, and she joined him. The paddle wheel was only submerged into the water about four inches. "It's a sandbar," Jeanne groaned. "I knew it." She pointed to starboard. "That's Noble's Oxbow, it's got a very shallow entrance."


  Clint nodded and began to walk along the rail, staring over the side. "Yeah, you can see the sand depositing right now. The middle of the boat's not even in water." Ezra and Vince came out, and they walked all around the boat. She was stuck, slightly nose-up, completely out of the water until about two-thirds down the boat's length. There, a crosscurrent ran from west to east, or port to starboard on the Rose. Clint jumped over the side and went to stand behind the paddle wheel. "Yeah, there's a little drop-off back here, and the current's pushing more sand to starboard. It might deepen enough right under the wheel in an hour or two that we might be able to back off."


  "I hope so," Jeanne said miserably. "Once my father got stuck on a sandbar, and we were there for six days. This is all my fault, I should have seen it."


  Ezra shook his head vigorously. "It ain't your fault, Cap'n Jeanne. I ain't never heard of Noble's Oxbow getting sandbarred up."


  Clint climbed back on board and said to her, "When are you going to get it into your pretty head that everything this ol' river does isn't your fault? Might as well say the rain's your fault."


  "But I was looking to port, at the flowers," Jeanne argued. "I might have seen the sandbar if I'd been looking over here."


  "So it's the flowers' fault, Cap'n. Okay, Ezra, Vinnie, let's get some shovels and see if we can heave her off."


  The three men, along with Roberty, worked for two hours, digging under the paddle wheel. At high noon Jeanne went to the stern and leaned over. "Take a break, gentlemen. Marvel and I fixed you some dinner."


  Clint looked up at her and grinned. "You cooked?"


  "Yes, I've been slaving over a hot cutting board for an hour, slicing ham and roast beef," Jeanne answered sarcastically. "Come on up to the bow, we've set up a picnic on the deck."


  Jeanne had made a dozen curried eggs, tomato-mushroom catsup, chow-chow, boiled jacket potatoes, corn fritters, fried hominy, and macaroni with cheese and bacon. Ezra had made fresh bread that morning, and Jeanne sliced some of it up for sandwiches. When they came back on board, Roberty and the men stared at the four crates pushed together and covered with a white sheet that held all the food. "Macaroni," Roberty breathed. "My favorite."


  "My favorite is everything on that table," Clint said. "Thanks, Captain. Hey, maybe we should fire you as the pilot and make you the cook."


  "Just try it," Jeanne said.


  Everyone fixed their plates and got seated, and Leo laid his chin on Jeanne's lap as usual, staring up at her longingly. Resignedly, she gave him a small chunk of ham and asked, "So what's the verdict?"


  Clint shook his head. "We're not going to be able to dig her out. About an hour ago the current shifted and started piling more sand up under the paddle wheel, so now it's buried about four inches in sand, faster than we could shovel it out. But Ezra thinks that may be a good thing."


  Ezra said, "If it don't rain no more, the mud'll settle. Ol' Arkinsaw River's done righted hisself, runnin' north to south, so oncet cleans up agin she'll have water under her, you mark me."


  They all looked up at the sky. It was a hot deep blue, with an enormous glaring sun. In the east were banks of storm clouds, a long low line of charcoal gray on the horizon. "Think it's moving west?" Vince asked Ezra.


  "Dunno. If'n it does, it'll be Cap'n Jeanne's fault for sure," he said slyly.


  It was the first time Ezra had ever teased Jeanne, and after she got over her surprise she laughed along with the others. "Another disaster to put in my log," she sighed theatrically. "'The flowers caused us to get stuck on the sandbank that just popped up out of the river because it knew I was coming, and then my own personal storm stirred up the mud so much we were here for days.'"


  "Aw, I was just joshin' you, Cap'n," Ezra said. "I think them there storm clouds are the leavin's of the storm we had this mornin', passin' west to east. Looks like hit's gwine to be a clear rest of the day and evenin'."


  "I gotta tell you, Captain, I don't think there's any use in us trying to shovel out right now," Clint said. "The current has picked up, but it's like Ezra said, it's pretty much like a sandslide right now, piling up under us."


  Jeanne said, "Okay. We might as well take the rest of the day off, don't you think?"


  "So we can do whatever we want?" Marvel asked brightly.


  "No, you may not learn to swim," Jeanne said sternly, eyeing Clint. "This is not the time and certainly not the place. But you can wade around or play with Leo on the sandbar—as long as someone is watching you."


  Clint said, "Now you know I'll be with her all the time, Cap'n. Can't you come out and play too?"


  "No, I've been putting off our July accounts, and I need to go ahead and finish them."


  "We made a bunch of money, I bet," Clint said happily.


  "I'd rather like to narrow it down to more than just a bunch," Jeanne said dryly.


  Ezra started gathering up plates and the platters of food, but Jeanne said, "No, I'll do the clearing up, Ezra. You cook and clean up every day. It's your day off. Go do something fun."


  He grinned, his leathery face crinkling into smile and eye creases. "I did have a mind ter look for some minners in them shallows, Cap'n. Catchin' some fat crappie or bass would make fer a fine supper."


  Jeanne cleared up all the food and dishes, cleaned the galley, and checked the pot of water she had put on the stove. It was exactly right; warmer than tepid but not hot. Happily she hauled the five-gallon copper pot to her cabin and threw fresh mint leaves in it. Stripping down, she took the longest, most leisurely sponge bath she'd ever had, and then soaked her feet in the pot. She put on a loose chemise and her lightest pair of bloomers. With a cool wet cloth on her forehead, she fell sound asleep.


  After about an hour, she awoke, feeling refreshed and delightfully clean. It wouldn't last long, she knew, because it was suffocatingly hot and when any breeze came in through the windows it was lukewarm and fickle. Sighing, she dressed and sat down at the pile of papers under her clerk's ledger on the desk. Even though it was hot, it was a gorgeous afternoon. The sunbeams were a translucent gold, and Jeanne could see airy dust motes dancing in them. A rich wet mud smell, not dirty but earthy, pervaded the still boat. A fat honeybee came flying in, making erratic up-and-down circles as it investigated Jeanne and her desk, and it finally wandered out the opposite window. Birds were singing, dozens of them, it sounded like. Jeanne didn't hear anyone on the boat. They must be on the far bank fishing, she thought. She decided to join them as soon as she finished.


  The accounts were more complicated than she had realized, and she worked for a couple of hours and still wasn't finished. She heard a commotion on the main deck as the others came back on board. She rose, stretched and put her hands to her aching back, and went downstairs. On the stairs she heard Clint say, "I think Marvel's crappie is the biggest one."


  "That's 'cause Ezra let me use the fattest minner," Marvel said.


  Jeanne came around the corner and stopped in amazement. Clint was holding up a stringer filled with fish, and they were all gathered around him. They turned to Jeanne and Clint said, "Jeanne, Marvel's the best fisher . . . What's wrong?"


  "What's wrong!" Jeanne cried. "Look at all of you! Marvel, what have you done to yourself?"


  They were covered with mud. All of them, even Ezra, had apparently slathered thick red-brown mud all over their exposed skin: their faces, necks, arms, and hands. Marvel's hair was pulled straight up on top of her head and tied into a messy knot with some fishing string. The only exposed skin was her eyelids. "Did you actually stick mud in your ears!" Jeanne demanded in outrage.


  "Not in my ears," Marvel explained. "But around the outside. It's 'cause of the mosquitoes, Mama. We were all getting ate up."


  "Eaten up," Jeanne said automatically.


  "Calm down, Jeanne," Clint said easily. "It's the best mosquito repellent, the Indians used it all the time. It washes off, okay? No harm done."


  Jeanne relaxed. "Except for you scaring me half to death. I thought a bunch of mud-goblins had boarded my boat. I've never seen human beings so dirty."


  "It's itchy, too, when it dries," Marvel said. "But it's better than mosquito bites. I caught the biggest fish, Mama! See? That one!"


  "You did? Good for you, Marvel. Now how about we rinse you off and then go get a proper bath?" Jeanne said firmly.


  Jeanne fetched rags, and Clint got a big tub full of fairly sediment-free water. They rinsed off their river mud and Jeanne hustled Marvel upstairs to bathe and change clothes. Ezra, Vince, and Roberty started cleaning the fish. Clint said, "I'm swimming over there, to that lean-to. Be back in a few minutes."


  He didn't have to swim, the deepest part across the river came only to his waist. He cut several long honeysuckle vines, their sweet scent filling his nose. Then he picked an armload of black-eyed Susans, the bright yellow flowers with their velvety brown centers, some of them as big as his hand. Back on the boat he put the flowers into a bucket of water. Then he went to sit down by Vince, Ezra, and Roberty. They were sitting on the deck at the stern, their legs hanging over, cleaning and filleting the fish. "I'd help y'all," Clint said airily, "but I got something important to do here."


  "Playing with flowers? I'm worried about you, Clint," Vince said. "If I didn't know you were Clint the Flint Fist, I might think you were a sissypants."


  "You're Clint the Flint Fist? The fighter?" Roberty asked eagerly, leaning over to stare at Clint.


  "I hate that name," Clint sighed, "but yeah, that's what they called me. It's been awhile, though."


  "You could fight anytime we're in Memphis," Vince argued. "And you could beat any one of them that's challenged you, too."


  "Maybe. But it's more trouble than it's worth. They hit you, you know, Vinnie. It hurts."


  "That didn't used to bother you before, and it's not what's bothering you now. It's because your ladies don't like you getting that pretty face bashed in, isn't it?"


  "He ain't pretty," Roberty said indignantly.


  "No, I ain't," Clint said, grinning. "No lady's ever accused me of that."


  Jeanne and Marvel joined them. Clint looked up at Marvel, then scrambled to his feet. "Oh, no, baby girl, what's all this?"


  Marvel was covered with mosquito bites. She had them all over her hands, on her neck, and on her face there was hardly a place to put a finger. The big red bumps covered her nose, her cheeks, even the tips of her ears. Her right eye was almost closed because she had a bite on her eyelid, and the sensitive skin had swollen up. Except for that one, every bite had a splotch of white paste on it. She looked like she'd been thoroughly splattered with white paint. "Guess they got me before we put the mud on," she said miserably.


  Jeanne said, "That's baking soda paste, it's the only thing I've ever heard of that stops the itching. I never believed I'd say something like this, but from now on please cover Marvel with mud before she goes into the woods."


  "You mean you aren't mad?" Clint asked in astonishment.


  "I was at first. But what am I going to do? Tell her she can't go outside? Who am I going to be mad at? I gave her permission to go."


  "Yeah, but stuff like that's never stopped you from being mad at me," Clint said ruefully.


  "Oh, don't worry, before too long I'll probably get mad at you," Jeannie joked. "It's been a couple of days. So, how are the fish coming?"


  "All done," Ezra said with satisfaction. "Tonight we're gonna have the biggest, best mess of fried fish you never saw."


  That night Marvel pleaded with Jeanne to let her wash off the baking soda paste. "It stings when it's wet and it itches when it dries," she complained.


  "I know, little girl, but I'm afraid you'll scratch in your sleep. I don't want you to get any open sores, they might get septic. Look, you're rubbing your eye right now. I'll put a cool cloth over your eyes and you try to go to sleep, okay?"


  As soon as dawn's first tentative gray light appeared, the crew was back out at the stern of the boat, shoveling sand. Their voices awakened Jeanne, who got up and dressed hurriedly. She went out on the rear deck and called down to them. "How is it?"


  Clint looked up. "It's looking good, Jeanne. Paddle wheel's in about ten inches of water. It might be enough to draw."


  "Why don't we give it a try? It won't hurt the engine or paddle wheel, will it, if we're still stuck?"


  "No, not if we don't rev her up and keep her straining. C'mon, boys, let's go load her up and get some steam."


  Jeanne went back to look down at Marvel. She had had an uneasy night, Jeanne knew. She had tossed around, and once or twice Jeanne awoke to see her scratching her face in her sleep. The baking soda paste had dried out completely, so she had little dustings still clinging to her. Jeanne was sure she was lying in grit. She woke her up to bathe her and begin again the painstaking process of covering each bite in the paste.


  Within an hour the boilers were hot and the engine was humming. Jeanne went up to the wheelhouse and gave the engine room the go-ahead bell. She felt the boat come alive and shift a little. Then they opened the steam valves to give the Rose a full head, and the paddle wheel slowly started turning. Jeanne had a death grip on the wheel, and she turned around to look behind them. The paddle wheel flapped emptily, then they slowed as they picked up water. The Rose began to slide backwards. Jeanne held the wheel perfectly steady. The boat was sluggishly moving, then it picked up speed, and then Jeanne felt the welcome buoyancy as she settled into deep water. "Thank you, Lord!" she said exultantly, and rang the forward bell twice.


  The Helena Rose started steaming down the river as nonchalantly as if she hadn't been high and dry for twenty-four hours. Down in the engine room, at last Clint relaxed as he stood by the gear indicator. "I've been helping her go by holding my stomach muscles tight," he joked to Vince. "Think I can let go now?"


  "Yeah, I'll keep mine all knotted up," Vince answered. "Just in case."


  Clint went into the boiler room and knelt by Marvel's chair. She still had big red splotches, with white splotches in the middle of them, on her face and neck and hands. "How are you feeling, little girl?" he asked gently.


  "Better than last night. But Roberty said I look like someone stuck a bunch of cherries with blobs of cream on my face," she said mournfully.


  "I didn't mean it bad," Roberty said regretfully. "I like cherries with blobs of cream."


  "But not stuck on your face," Marvel retorted.


  "Never mind, I think you're still beautiful," Clint said, rising. "I've got something that's going to make you even prettier, too." He went out to the main deck and came in with the vines of honeysuckle he had woven. "Here, I made this for you. I didn't want to give it to you last night because I could tell you didn't feel good." He set the garland on her head. It was skillfully woven, with six strands of honeysuckle full of blooms, and two long tendrils that hung over her shoulder. "Now, you look like my fairy princess again."


  "Ooh, it's beautiful! Thank you, Mr. Clint. I wish my face wasn't all splotched up. I don't feel like a princess."


  "Don't you worry about that, Marvel. When we get to Memphis I'm going to get you something for those bites, and I know a secret potion to keep mosquitoes away," Clint said, kneeling by her again. "It smells good to people but not to mosquitoes. And it sure looks a lot better than mud. I really am sorry you got all those bites, Marvel. I'm not going to let that happen to you again."


  "Really?" Marvel asked, her eyes shining. "You'd do that for me?"


  "That, and a whole lot more, little girl," he said quietly. "But let's not tell your mother, all right? She's very strict about not letting people buy things for you, but since this is my fault I'm the one that needs to fix it. Okay?"


  "Well, I don't think it was your fault that a hunnerd mosquitoes bit me," Marvel said. "But okay, I won't tell Mama unless she asks me. Then I won't lie."


  "I know, baby. I'll tell her when it's all done. Now, I've got about a hundred flowers out here. How about we go fix some of them to put in your cabin? And Roberty, when you take up Captain Jeanne's tea, we'll send some up with you. It'll make that boring old wheelhouse look nice."


  In two more days they arrived back in Memphis with no more incidents. They had shipped a load of crushed stone out of Little Rock, and as usual the receivers were there to snatch it up as soon as they docked. Clint told Vince, "I've got to go into town real quick. Can you make sure all this gets offloaded? By the time they're finished I figure Jeanne will be down, but just in case, you collect half from Mr. Carruthers, it's his company that's the receiver. He owes us two hundred dollars. You can take a bank draft, he's good for it."


  "Got it," Vince said, and Clint sprinted off the boat.


  Jeanne was in her cabin, washing up, changing clothes, and fixing her hair. She smiled as she looked at the big bucket of flowers by the door. It was odd how cheerful flowers made a room look, she thought.


  Marvel came in. "Hello, Mama. They're unloading the rocks, and it makes a lot of dust and makes me sneeze."


  "I know, darling. You don't need to be down there in the way, anyway." Marvel's mosquito bites were much better, though some of them were still angry red bumps. She sat her dolls in one of the armchairs and went back outside to bring in a pail of water that held the remnants of the honeysuckle vines. "I'm going to make Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria some garlands to wear, and then Avaymaria can be the fairy queen and Mrs. Topp can be the fairy princess."


  "That's nice, dear," Jeanne said absently. She thought that George Masters would probably be very worried since they were a day late. They had planned on having a picnic at Court Square today. It was too late now, but she thought he might want to go out for supper, so she changed into her good pink muslin with the crinoline. It took a long time to get her hair presentable since she hadn't been dressing it on this trip. She tried to hurry, for she was sure George would arrive at any moment. Finally she had tamed it into a neat bun at the back of her head, with long ringlets over her shoulders. She looked out the window at the docks, and didn't see him, so she went down to the main deck. Vince was supervising the roustabouts as they unloaded. "Where's Clint?" she asked him.


  "He went into town. It was urgent," Vince added hastily when he saw the look on Jeanne's face. "He told me about Mr. Carruthers, and the payment, Captain Jeanne. That's all right, isn't it?"


  "Of course, Vince. I guess I'm just surprised he took off so quickly. Um—Mr. Masters hasn't been here, has he?"


  "I haven't seen him, ma'am. You want me to ask one of these fellows about him? Us roustabouts, we know everybody and all of their business, too," Vince said lightly.


  "No, of course not. I'm sure he'll be here," Jeanne answered.


  She went back up to her cabin and played with Marvel and her dolls. Apparently there was trouble in the household, for Mrs. Topp wanted to be the queen and Avaymaria the princess. "Mrs. Topp is older, so she says she should be queen," Marvel said thoughtfully. "I guess that's true." They had started re-weaving their crowns when a knock sounded on the door and Vince called, "Captain Jeanne? Excuse me, but I need to speak to you."


  Jeanne went to the door and motioned Vince to come in, but he shook his head. "No, thank you, ma'am. We're not through unloading but I got a piece of news I thought you'd better know quick. One of the roustabouts told me there's yellow fever in town. He's not sure, but he said the last he'd heard there were about six hundred cases, and one of the fellows says there's a bunch of new graves at Elmwood Cemetery. The City Council and the Board of Health knows about it, but they don't want to quarantine the docks because it's bad for business."


  Jeanne went pale. "Are any of the roustabouts sick? Or have they been around anyone that has it?"


  "My friend I was talking to, he says not. These men that work for us, they're my old buddies I used to work with when I was a roustabout. We can trust them."


  "All right," Jeanne said tightly. "Don't let anyone on the boat that you don't know and trust, Vince. None of you leaves this boat, do you understand? Do you know where Clint went?"


  "No, ma'am. No, really, Captain Jeanne, I don't know. If you want I could go to our—uh—regular places and look for him."


  "No, Vince, I really mean it, no one leaves the boat. And send Roberty up here. He and Marvel need to stay in my cabin until we can get out of here."


  "Yes, ma'am. And Captain? An errand boy from the Gayoso brought you a letter." He handed her an envelope made of thick cream parchment.


  "Thank you," she said slowly. She closed the door and sat down at her desk to open the letter. It was from George.


  
    Dearest Jeanne,
  


  
    I apologize for my absence. I deeply regret that we won't be picnicking when you come in.
  


  
    I'm sure you've found out by now that there is a yellow fever epidemic in Memphis. Fortunately, Dr. Augustus Hightower is an old friend of mine, and he's on the Board of Health. He was kind enough to alert me of the first few cases. I've returned to Morecambe, and I plan on staying until the danger is past. I wish I could have brought you and Marvel with me. I advise you to leave the city as soon as possible.
  


  
    I'll miss you very much, dearest, and I hope to see you soon. God bless you and keep you, and as always I remain,
  


  
    Your obedient servant,
  


  
    George Masters
  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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  Madame Chasseur was an acknowledged beauty in Memphis. She was slender and fair, with translucent blue eyes and a pleasing, low soft voice with a charming French accent. Her clients, who were all of the upper-class ladies in Memphis, knew that she was a widow and still grieved for her husband. He had died ten years ago in a duel, defending his wife's honor against a brute that had insulted her. Madame Chasseur had fled New Orleans to hide from this blackguard, and had made a new life for herself in Memphis with the establishment of Madame Chasseur's Cosmetics and Perfumery. Her reputation in Memphis had grown quickly as a gentlewoman of pure ideals, for she never entertained any man's attentions, always maintaining that her love for her husband, even after death, was so strong that she could never think of marrying again.


  It was true that Madame Marie Chasseur, whose real name was Mary Chase, never thought of marriage, either in the past or now. In New Orleans she had not been the type of woman that men married, although they enjoyed her company—and her charms—very much. And now that she had left that behind and was a respectable woman, she had no intention of allowing any man to interfere with this life she had created for herself. It was extremely lucrative, for women were pure fools when it came to spending money to beautify themselves.


  Mary could buy a jar of rose oil, mix it with a little jasmine water, re-bottle it with her name on an ornate label as "Madame Chasseur's Essential Complexion Restorative" and charge ten times what the ingredients cost her with the promise that it would keep wrinkles from appearing at the corners of the eye. It took another, different expensive preparation to keep wrinkles from appearing at the corners of the mouth. It wasn't that Mary thought her cosmetics were fakes, she just knew that women paid too much for them. She truly believed in her remedies and restoratives, and used them all herself.


  That was why she was extracting essential oil from frankincense and myrrh resins now. The perfume from the oil would keep away the yellow fever miasmas. When she heard of the outbreak, she immediately started advising her ladies to wear veils with the frankincense and myrrh oils dabbed on them if they must go outside their homes. Mary herself used a steam distillator to extract the essence, and she knew that the fragrant steam in the shop would keep the pestilential vapors away.


  The bell on the front door jangled, and Mary went through the curtain from the back room to attend her customer. She stopped with shock when she saw that it was Clint Hardin.


  He grinned at her and said, "Bonjour, Madame Chasseur. Comment allez-vous, cherie?"


  "What are you doing?" she hissed. "We agreed that you would never come here!"


  "Relax, Mary, I'm here because I need a cosmetic or a perfumery," he joked, looking around the shop. It was a small, intimate place. On one side of the room were shelves from floor to ceiling with jars, bottles, tins, and boxes neatly arranged. A long glass-enclosed case containing more jewel-colored bottles and ivory boxes was along the back wall, with four silver mirrors on top. On the other side a sofa, a settee, and two Queen Anne chairs surrounded a small fireplace. Madame Chasseur often served China tea to her clients there as she consulted personally with them. There was no one else in the shop. Clint added, "Looks like you'd welcome a paying customer." He leaned up against the glass counter.


  From behind it she leaned close to him and spoke in a half-whisper as if they could be overheard. "The only time men come in here is when their wives drag them in. What do you want, Clint?"


  "I just know you've got something that smells real sweet, and that will keep mosquitoes from biting you."


  "Yes, I do, and ladies love it," she bit off. "You're telling me that you came to buy some fragrance for another woman?"


  "No, not another woman, a little girl. We got stuck on a sandbar out in the wilderness, and she got eaten alive. I figured you'd know something to do about that."


  She went to the shelves and picked out a small amethyst-colored bottle. "This is lavender and rosemary essence. It repels all insects. It smells so good that many women use it for perfume, too. See?" She uncapped the bottle and held it under Clint's nose.


  He shook his head. "I can't smell anything but whatever that is you've got cooking back there. It smells like an Araby brothel in here. I'll have to take your word for it that that stuff smells good."


  Mary asked evenly, "So, this is for the little girl on your boat? The lady captain's daughter?"


  "Yeah, it seems like she gets the short stick all the time. We haul coal, she sneezes and coughs. We haul crushed stone, she sneezes and coughs. If there were ten thousand mosquitoes where we were, they'd ignore everybody else to try to get to her. Is that the biggest bottle you've got?"


  She pulled it back and replaced the cork. "Do you know I haven't seen you in more than a month? And now you come in here, and all you can think about is some kid that's gotten a mosquito bite?"


  "Has it been over a month?" Clint said with surprise. "I kind of lose track, out on the river. Aw, c'mon, Mary Mary Quite Contrary, you know you don't really care one way or the other. When I'm here, I'm here, and when I'm not I doubt you hardly notice."


  "That's not true," she said stiffly. "I do notice. I notice a lot of things. Like all of the talk about you and Eve Maxfield. She's one of my customers, you know."


  "So is every other woman in Memphis. Anyway, you're not going to try to tell me that Eve has been talking to you about me," Clint said dismissively. "She wouldn't do that, she's got a lot more to lose."


  "No, she doesn't. Because she tops the social ladder, and since she's a widow, she can do anything she wants, and she'll never suffer any consequences. The only thing that happens to her is that people gossip about her. That's how I know about you and her. Letitia Raleigh and Mrs. Dr. Hightower were in the other day, and that's all they talked about. How everyone knows that you're her amour. Her current one, anyway," she added maliciously.


  Clint stared at her in disbelief. "I can't help what people say, Mary. Where's all this coming from? We never talk about other people when we're together. I sure wouldn't question you about your personal business."


  "Because you don't care!" Mary burst out.


  "And since when do you care? I don't think you do, even now. I think that your pride's just hurt because you've got it in your head that you're in some bizarre competition with Eve Maxfield. And that's just nonsense."


  "Why? You are her lover, aren't you?"


  Clint said darkly, "You shouldn't even ask that question. It's none of your business. I would never discuss you with anyone on this earth, and I'm not going to talk about Eve Maxfield, either. Now are you going to sell me this stuff or not?"


  She deflated and answered dully, "All right. It's five dollars."


  Clint knew that was outrageous, but he merely said, "I'll take two bottles, please." He handed her a ten-dollar bill and stuck the bottles in his pocket. "Hope business picks up, Madame. Funny, Main Street seems almost deserted, so it's not just you. I'll see you, Mary."


  He turned to leave and she came from around the counter to pluck at his sleeve. "You just came in, didn't you? So you're going to be here tonight. Why don't you come to me, just after dark?"


  Gently he pulled away from her. "Not tonight, Madame Chasseur, but thank you."


  As he left, she knew that she wouldn't see him again. Again rage seethed in her, rage at Clint, at Eve Maxfield, at her own inability to keep him, even at the little mosquito-bitten girl he cared about so much. She was glad she hadn't told him that there was a yellow fever plague. Maybe he would catch it and die.


  But deep down Mary Chase knew that losing him because he died wouldn't make her feel any better than losing him because he didn't love her . . . as she loved him.
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  JEANNE SAW CLINT WALKING up the gangplank, smiling, and she ran to him. "Where have you been?" she demanded.


  "I had a little errand to run. For Marvel," he explained. "Why, what's the matter?"


  "You don't know? There's a yellow fever epidemic. You didn't see any sick people?"


  "No, I didn't know, and I didn't see anyone that was sick. I hardly saw anyone at all on the streets and I guess now I know why," he said thoughtfully.


  "We have to get out of here," Jeanne said, grabbing his arm and hauling him into the boiler room. The roustabouts were still unloading the sacks of rocks, filing back and forth on the gangplanks. "They should have quarantined the docks, but they didn't. There's been no official notice at all. Vince says that word on the docks is that hundreds are sick, and some have already died."


  Clint nodded. "Okay, Jeanne, but it's Sunday. We can't pick up the mail or get loaded today. You do realize that, don't you?"


  Jeanne wrung her hands. "No, I didn't realize that. Are you saying that we'll have to stay here tonight?"


  Clint put his hands on her shoulders. "I'm not saying that at all. It's just that I had yellow fever when I was a kid, and they tell me that once you've had it you're immune. I can stay and explain to the postmaster and to Mr. Baxley that the Helena Rose left because of the fever. So you can leave right now if you need to."


  Jeanne paced up and down for a few moments. "I don't know. I hate to do that, we have commitments. Especially the mail. Who knows how long it would be before they get their mail in Pine Bluff and Little Rock?"


  Vince came in the boiler room and said, "Sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to ask you, Captain Jeanne. My men said they'd come back to load us up when the stoves show up. That way we won't have to let anyone that might be exposed onto the boat."


  Clint said, "I saw you've got Duffy and Eddie and the others loading. You talked to them?"


  "Yeah, Duffy told me about the yellow fever. None of the guys or their families have it. There have been a couple of roustabouts that have caught it, but Duffy says they don't work with them."


  Jeanne looked pleadingly at Clint. "What do you think?"


  "I know the postmaster goes to Calvary Episcopal Church, and I can go find him there and tell him we need that mail now. And Kaufman's warehouse is always open, I can go tell their manager that we want to load up today instead of in the morning," Clint answered matter-of-factly. "I know it's a risk, Jeanne, but that Kaufman contract was hard to get and we need their business. If only two fellows on the docks have gotten sick, then it must not be too bad down here."


  "All right," Jeanne decided. "Let's get it done as fast as we can, because we're leaving as soon as we're loaded. And, Clint, while you're in town stop at Anderton's and get them to send us two barrels of vinegar. I'm scrubbing this boat inside-out and top to bottom as soon as it gets here."


  The vinegar arrived before the mail or the Kaufman stoves, so Jeanne, Ezra, and Vince scrubbed the floor, walls, ceiling, wheel, the windows, and all the fixtures in the pilothouse. Jeanne sent Marvel and Roberty up there as soon as they'd finished. Roberty protested, "I can help, Captain Jeanne! I feel fine."


  "No, Roberty, not this time," she said sternly. "You and Leo keep Marvel company while we clean our cabin, okay? Once we get underway it'll be all right for you two to roam around again."


  They scrubbed Jeanne's cabin, and by that time Clint had come back with the mail, and the carts of stoves were lining up on the docks. Jeanne, Clint, and Vince kept scrubbing everywhere while Ezra supervised the roustabouts. It was almost nine o'clock before the Rose was loaded and ready to go.


  Jeanne hadn't been piloting at night for the simple reason that she didn't know the river by night. It was a completely different world from daytime navigation. And she was utterly exhausted. But she was determined to get out of Memphis, so she told Marvel and Roberty that they could go down to the main deck and she took the wheel. The Helena Rose backed away from the plague city and slipped off into the night.


  After about an hour she heard a soft knock on the door, and without turning she called, "Come on in, Roberty."


  "Sorry, it's not Roberty, it's me," Clint said. "I had to beat him up so he'd let me bring your tea." He set a tray down on the bench and came to her side, holding a steaming mug with the spicy aroma of black tea wafting from it. Jeanne stared straight ahead, her jaw clenched, and held out her hand. He slipped the mug into it. "Ezra took Marvel up to bed a little while ago. He said she barely said 'good night' before she went to sleep."


  Jeanne nodded. "That's good. She needs her rest more than other children. She has a frail constitution, you know."


  "I remember, you told me she was born early. But she's better than she was, don't you think, Jeanne? Since you've been on the Rose she's gained some weight, she's not so pale, her cheeks have a pretty pink color, her eyes are bright. It's the same with Roberty. He doesn't even resemble that half-starved dirty little street urchin you brought on board."


  "It's true. Living on the Helena Rose is good." She sounded strained, and even in the darkness of the cabin Clint could see the tension in her shoulders and her hands.


  "I brought you a sandwich and some fruit, Jeanne. Why don't you take a break? You look and sound done in."


  "I can't. I've never done this before, at night."


  "So I'll stop the boat. You can rest. But if the next coupla miles are like this I don't see why I can't just stand there and hold onto the kingpin. Looks to me like we're going straight and steady."


  She hesitated, then said, "No, it is straight on, dead middle of the river, until we get to Island Number 60. And I don't mean the one in Helena, either," she said with feeble humor. "To tell you the truth, I would like to sit down for a few minutes."


  "Then sit, and eat. If anything happens you can jump right up and rescue me."


  Jeanne almost had to pry her hands loose from the wheel, it was so ingrained in her never to let go of it. But she gritted her teeth, closed her eyes, and told herself, Just let go! and she did. Wearily she sat down and looked at the tray. It held a fat sandwich and a big green pear. She picked up the pear with delight and sniffed it. "I'll bet this pear smells really good," she told Clint ruefully, "except I can't smell anything but vinegar."


  "Yeah, I'd bet there's not a live vermin crawling on this boat anywhere. I'm surprised your scrubbing didn't eradicate Leo."


  "Bet it killed his fleas, if he had any." Jeanne took a bite of the crunchy, juicy pear and chewed with enjoyment. At least she could taste it.


  Clint said diffidently, "Jeanne, can I ask you something?"


  "Mmm, yes. You can ask," she said heavily.


  "Yeah, I get it, you don't have to answer if you don't want to. But it's a pretty innocent question. I've just always wondered how Marvel got her name. She told me her grandfather named her, but that's all."


  Quietly Jeanne said, "It was in wintertime, and I slipped and fell on some icy stairs. She came almost two months early, and I—we had a hard time. When my father first saw her he picked her up, held her high up over his head, and said, 'Thank You, Lord Jesus! She's a marvel, a real marvel!'"


  "So she is," Clint said. "She's smart, but it's not just intelligence. She's clever, and she has a sort of intuition that's way beyond her age. She's a special little girl."


  "Yes, she is. I have to admit that I'm surprised she's turned out as well as she has. Because she hasn't had a father, you see." She took another bite of the pear and Clint waited in silence, amazed that Jeanne had mentioned her husband. After awhile Jeanne went on, "My husband left us when Marvel was only five months old."


  "But—I thought you said that your parents died around then?" Clint asked.


  "Yes. My husband disappeared on May 12, 1849. My parents were already dead on that day, though I didn't know it. I found out about my mother and father three days later. But I never saw or heard from my husband again."


  "I'm so sorry, Jeanne," Clint said gutturally. "So sorry for you and for Marvel."


  "It's all right now," she said, and Clint could hear the small smile in her voice. "Now we have the Helena Rose. And we have friends that are almost like family. It's almost as if Marvel has a father now, too."


  Clint knew she was talking about George Masters, and he said nothing more.


  But she wasn't.


  They reached Helena at dawn, and Jeanne and Clint went ashore to check with the harbormaster as soon as they docked. There was no yellow fever in Helena, none reported on any ships that had come through there. Jeanne fell into bed and slept until noon. She felt fine, so they went on to Napoleon Trading Post, at the mouth of the Arkansas River. Clint checked with the general store, for there was no harbormaster at the tiny settlement. "No yellow fever, not even word of it here," he reported back to the Helena Rose.


  With relief Jeanne said, "Then we're overnighting right here. I know it's only four o'clock, but I'm going to bed. I think this will be the first time I can sleep soundly since the night before we docked in Memphis."


  They set out up the Arkansas at dawn the next day, and Jeanne felt completely relieved, rested, and strong again. She was glad, for this was the most difficult part of their trips. After four hours they reached Noble's Oxbow, and she gave it a wide berth, though it looked as though the entrance to the sand island was well under water again. Just after they passed it Clint came into the pilothouse without knocking.


  "Jeanne," he said gravely, "you're going to want to stop."


  "What? Why?"


  He laid one of his hands on top of hers on the wheel. "I'm so sorry," he said quietly. "Marvel is sick."


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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  Jeanne bolted out of the pilothouse and flew downstairs to the cabin. Marvel was kneeling by the bed, vomiting into a pail, with Ezra holding her head. When Jeanne knelt down to hold Marvel, Ezra slipped out. When Marvel finished, she was gasping weakly, and Jeanne picked her up and laid her in bed. She wet a cloth in the washbasin and sponged her face. "I'm sorry I'm sick, Mama," Marvel said.


  "Hmm, so you're doing this on purpose? Then stop it right now," Jeanne said gently.


  "Okay, I'll try." She closed her eyes.


  "Tell me how you feel, and where it hurts."


  "I started feeling like I had a fever awhile ago, Mama. Then my tummy started rolling around and around and then I felt really sick and Ezra carried me up here. Then I had to throw up."


  Marvel's forehead was hot, and Jeanne knew she had a fever. She asked, "So you felt like you had a fever before you got nauseated?"


  "I don't know, really. I just know I all of a sudden started feeling bad."


  "It's all right, darling. I'm going to get your clothes off and sponge you down and get you in a nightdress. But right now I'm going to go get some fresh water, okay? I'll be right back."


  "May I please have Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria?"


  "Of course." Jeanne put the dolls in bed with her, grabbed the water pitcher, and went out into the hall. Ezra was standing there, waiting. "I need some fresh cool water, Ezra." Instantly he hurried down the hall to the galley and in a moment reappeared with the pitcher filled with cool water from the icebox. "Thank you. If you look in the cupboard you'll find a tin with dried chamomile. Will you make some tea?"


  "Yes, ma'am. Does Marvel have a fever?"


  "Yes, but I really think she got sick because of the vinegar," Jeanne answered with artificial brightness. "She's got a tender tummy, and I didn't think about the strong odor all over the boat. A lot of times when she gets nauseated she gets a slight fever."


  "Yes, ma'am," he said gravely. "Cap'n Jeanne, I'm a-guessin' that Clint's driving. You want we should dock somewheres?"


  Jeanne frowned. "We were just passing Noble's Oxbow when he came to get me. Dead Man's Slough is coming up, and he's driven from there to Widow Eames' Landing. Go talk to him, Ezra. See if he feels like he can get us there."


  Jeanne went back into the cabin and undressed Marvel. As she was bathing her, Marvel started shivering. "I'm freezing, Mama."


  Her skin was burning, her cheeks were a lurid crimson. Jeanne said soothingly, "I know, little girl. Let me just finish, and I'll put on your soft nightdress with the pink roses and you'll feel a lot better."
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  AS SOON AS JEANNE ran out of the wheelhouse, Clint took the wheel and searched the river ahead with narrowed eyes. He had no idea, really, of where they were. The lower Arkansas all looked alike to him, a narrow trench heavily wooded on both shores. Rarely could one see more than a hundred feet ahead because the river curved this way and that, with hardly any straight stretches. Grimly, he put the Rose in the exact middle of the river and steered. At least he had gotten fairly familiar with the wheel, and could steer smoothly instead of jerking it back and forth, as when he'd driven them out of Dead Man's Slough. Just thinking of the name of that place made his throat tighten.


  He thought about just pulling the Helena Rose into the next cove, no matter how small, and docking her. But that wasn't at all practical. Marvel needed a doctor. Aside from that, the river was narrow, and he didn't have the expertise to know where to dock the boat so that it would leave room for another boat to pass them. They rarely met other boats, for not many of them ran freight on the Arkansas River, but it did happen. And that gave Clint a start, because he realized he didn't know the protocol for passing by a boat if they should meet one. Was it port to starboard, or starboard to port? He searched his memory, but he had no recollection of Jeanne ever mentioning it to him. He was just about to yell down to Vince in the engine room to see if he knew when Ezra came into the wheelhouse.


  "How ya doin', Clint?"


  "Well, I don't know where we are, I don't know where we're going, and if we meet another boat I'm just going to lay on the steam whistle to let 'em know there's an idiot at the wheel," he said grimly. "How's Marvel?"


  "She's purty sick. Cap'n Jeanne, she thinks mebbe Marvel got a sick belly from breathin' in all the vinegar fumes."


  Hope surged high in Clint's breast. "Is that what you think, Ezra?"


  Quietly he answered, "Leetle girl's got a high fever, Clint."


  As quickly as it rose in him, the hope went away. He nodded helplessly. Ezra went on, "Now as to where we's at, I'm a-thinking we're 'bout ten mile south of Dead Man's Slough. Far as I know there ain't any tricks nor snags 'tween here and there, and you've done piloted from there to the Widder Eames' Landing. That's where Cap'n wants to go. You think you kin do it?"


  "I can do it. I will do it," Clint said vehemently. "I want you to go back down to the firebox, Ezra. You load this old girl up as hot as she'll bear. We're not dawdling along at ten miles an hour, we need to get Marvel to a doctor quick. Hopefully there'll be one around the Landing, but if there isn't then we're going to have to go on to Pine Bluff. So you stay down there and help Vinnie, Ezra. He'll be okay with the engine, but only you know about the boilers."


  "I do know that, and I'm a-tellin' you that if'n you kin keep from crashin' inter something we'll be at the Widder's landing in a coupla hours," he said sturdily. "And by the by, if'n you meet another boat, you jist git outer their way. They'll be doin' the same thing. Y'all will figger it out. So you reckon we orter let Roberty go up and sit outside the cabin if'n they need something?"


  "No," Clint said bleakly. "Keep him down in the engine room. He doesn't need to be exposed. Jeanne will understand that." Maybe not now, if she's telling herself that Marvel's nauseated because of the vinegar. But when we find out for sure that it's . . . He couldn't finish that thought.


  Two hours and nineteen minutes later Clint rounded a familiar bend and saw Widow Eames' Landing ahead. He furiously rang the backing bell two gongs, which when the boat was in motion meant "dead slow." He immediately felt the engines powering down and the paddle wheel slowing. They neared the dock at a reckless pace, but Clint didn't care. He rang the stopping bell once and the Rose came to a dead stop only a foot or two from the dock's pilings. Vince and Ezra jumped onto the dock to tie her off. Clint rang the Big Bell furiously, the low gong sounding startling and dire in the quiet afternoon. Then he stamped on the steam whistle pedal three times. These were signals for "Emergency."


  He wanted to run down to Jeanne's cabin, but he hesitated. He didn't know whether to bother her and Marvel or not, and he didn't want to intrude on Jeanne if she didn't want him. He waited in the hallway to see if Jeanne would come out, but she didn't, so he ran on down to the main deck.


  Vince and Ezra stepped back aboard the boat; the dock was only about ten inches higher than the main deck. "I know that someone still lives up in that house," Clint told them. "When we stopped here before I saw lights."


  Ezra said, "Bull niver stopped here, but lotsa times in summer we'd see folks down here, picnicking. Big family, I reckon. Saw lotsa chilluns."


  "Anybody seen Jeanne?" Clint asked.


  Roberty and Leo were standing behind Clint, and now Roberty said reproachfully, "I wanted to take Cap'n Jeanne her tea, it's time. And I was gonna make some for Marvel, too. But Ezra wouldn't let me."


  Ezra reached down and mussed the boy's sandy hair. "We need to see what Cap'n Jeanne wants us to do, boy, afore we go bustin' up in there with Marvel sick and all."


  Roberty said, "That's not why you don't want me up there, is it? It's 'cause you think Marvel's got the fever and you don't want me to catch it."


  Ezra sighed and said to Vince and Clint, "Niver try to lie to a innocent. Hit jest don't work."


  "There's a man coming down the hill," Roberty said, pointing.


  He was of average height but of stocky build, dressed in brown canvas work trousers with suspenders and a pullover work shirt. He wore a wide-brimmed slouch hat, and when he reached the dock he took it off, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and asked, "Hello, the boat. You folks having some kind of trouble?"


  Clint stepped forward. "We've got a little girl here that got sick on our way from Napoleon. I stopped here, hoping you might have a doctor that could come take a look at her."


  He nodded and came onto the boat. "My name is Jacob Eames, and I'm a doctor. You say it's a little girl?"


  "Yes, she's six years old. Her mother is the captain and pilot. I'm Clint Hardin, this is Ezra, this is Vince, and this is Roberty."


  They all shook hands and Eames absently patted Leo's head. "Okay, Roberty, tell you what. If you'll just run up to that big house on the hill, you'll find my mother and family. Tell them that I need my medical bag. You want to take me to the little girl, Mr. Hardin?"


  "Just a minute, Dr. Eames," Clint said cautiously. "We were in Memphis three days ago, and they've got yellow fever." He swallowed hard and continued, "When we found out, we scrubbed the boat down with vinegar, and Marvel's mother thinks that smelling it made her sick. She's a frail little thing, you see. But still, it's a possibility—I mean, we think—"


  Dr. Eames nodded wisely. "I see. Take me to the little girl, and then I'll go get what I need."


  He followed Clint up to the Texas deck and Clint knocked softly on the door. "Jeanne? We've got a doctor here."


  Jeanne wrenched open the door and stood there, staring starkly at Jacob Eames. She was pale and her face and posture was a picture of tension. "Jacob? Jacob Eames?" she muttered.


  His brown eyes grew warm with recognition. "Jeanne ... Jeanne Langer. So you're the lady pilot, and this is the Helena Rose. We read about you in the paper, but we didn't know it was you." He stepped forward and hugged her tightly.


  She clung to him, then wrenched free. "It's my daughter, Marvel. She's sick. You're—you're a doctor?"


  "For five years now, so I didn't just hang up my shingle," he answered reassuringly. Jeanne led him into the room and closed the door behind them, leaving Clint standing in the hall.


  Eames walked over to the bed, sat down, and took Marvel's hand. "Hello, Marvel. My name is Dr. Eames. I hear you're not feeling too well."


  "Hello, Dr. Eames, it's a pleasure to meet you," she said, managing a small smile. "No, I don't feel good. I keep throwing up." Her thin face was whiter than snow, except for the bright red of her cheeks. The limp hand Eames held was hot and dry. As she spoke, Marvel shuddered with a chill.


  "Throwing up is no fun at all, is it?" he asked, laying his hand on her forehead. He gently pulled up one eyelid, then the other.


  "No. This is even worse than that time with the chocolate," Marvel said miserably. She shivered so hard her teeth chattered.


  Eames took both of her hands and cradled them in his. "Well, I might have some medicine that will help your stomach feel better. The thing is, my medicine and all my doctor stuff is up at my house, because when I heard the bell and the whistle I didn't know it was someone that was sick, and I came running down here without it. So I'm just going to go get you some medicine and I'll be right back, okay?"


  "Okay," she said weakly. "Gunness, I wish it could have been me that got to ring the Big Bell and the steam whistle. Mama wouldn't ever let me do it."


  "When you get better I'll let you ring the bell and the steam whistle all you want," Jeanne said tightly. She followed Eames out into the hall, where Clint was still waiting. "So what is it?" Jeanne demanded.


  Eames answered slowly, "Jeanne, I really need to examine her more closely, and ask her some questions. Please, just wait. I'll go get my things and I'll be back in minutes." He hurried to the stairs.


  Jeanne looked at Clint as if she didn't recognize him. "He—I know him. Knew him."


  "I know, I remember. He's about your age, I figure he's the lucky one that got to dance with you," he said softly. "How's Marvel doing?"


  "She is horribly sick. She keeps throwing up, and her fever is sky-high. Go tell them," she said as if the words were wrenched out of her. Then she went back into the cabin and closed the door.


  Marvel was throwing up again, slumped over the bedside. Jeanne went to her and held her head. She finished and she was so weak that Jeanne had to lift her back on the bed to lie down. Jeanne pulled up an armchair and sat, holding Marvel's hand as she shivered and clung to her dolls.


  Eames returned and Jeanne stood behind him as he examined Marvel. "Light a lantern and bring it over here, please, Jeanne." The room was still lit with strong afternoon sunlight, but the bed in the alcove was deeply shaded.


  As Jeanne got the lantern, the doctor took Marvel's pulse, staring at a pocket watch. Jeanne brought the lantern and he took out an instrument with a big round polished silver face and a tiny magnifying glass in the middle. "Hold that above her head so that the glow falls directly on her face." Again he pulled up Marvel's eyelid and almost touched her face as he bent close to look through the tiny aperture at her eyes. "Open your mouth wide, please, Marvel," he instructed. With blunt forceps he depressed her tongue, motioning Jeanne to hold the lantern so the light streamed down Marvel's throat. "Okay," he said quietly. "Now, Marvel, would you please sit up for me? And Jeanne, if you'd pull up her gown." He took out his stethoscope and held the chestpiece between his palms to warm it. Then he listened for long moments to different places on Marvel's chest, and then her back. "Here, let's get your nightgown back on, and cover you back up." He plumped up Marvel's pillow, tucked the quilt around her, and took her hands between his again. "I need to talk to you, Marvel. Do you feel like you can answer a few questions?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "When did you start feeling sick?"


  "This morning, after breakfast but before dinner."


  "So you ate breakfast this morning? Did you eat a good breakfast?"


  "Yes, Ezra made fried hominy, my favorite, and fried eggs and I had some toast with maple syrup poured all over it. I ate a lot, 'cause I didn't feel bad then." She winced. "Now it doesn't sound too good, 'cause I threw it all up."


  "Yes, that's what happens when you throw up, it makes you not want to eat that same food for awhile," Eames said sympathetically. "But don't worry, there'll come a day when fried hominy will sound good to you again. Now, when you started feeling bad, exactly how did it happen? Did you feel sick to your stomach first, or did you have the fever first?"


  "I can't hardly remember. I was just sitting on my cushion down in the firebox, and then I got dizzy. Ezra had to carry me."


  "I know it's hard when you get sick all of a sudden. Try and think what you were doing when you got sick. Maybe that'll help you remember how it happened," Eames said encouragingly.


  Marvel shivered a little, though the chills were lessening in intensity. "Roberty and I were doing our arithmetic. I was trying to work eight plus three, and I was trying not to count on my fingers 'cause Mama says that's not the right way to learn. And then, and then, my head started hurting. It hurt really bad. I forgot that."


  "It's okay, you're doing very well," Eames said. "You're a smart little girl, I see. So your head started hurting, and then what happened?"


  "I closed my eyes and laid my head down on the table, on my arms. Roberty asked me what was wrong and I said my head hurt. He said he'd get me some water, and he left and brought me some iced water and I drank some and laid my head back down. Then after a little while I started feeling that kind of raw, prickly feeling all over my skin. Not the good prickly, it was that kind when even soft clothes feel itchy. And I drank some more water and I thought it was real cold but then I knew that my lips were hot, and then I knew I had a fever. And then I got sick to my stomach, and Roberty told Ezra, and Ezra carried me up here, and I threw up." She seemed exhausted. She turned her head and closed her eyes.


  "Very good, Marvel, thank you. That helps me know how to take care of you," Eames said soothingly. "You rest now, try to go to sleep if you can. I'm going to talk to your mother."


  Marvel nodded slightly without opening her eyes. Eames led Jeanne out into the hallway and said in a low voice, "Is there somewhere we can talk?"


  "Down here, in the galley," she said and they went down the hall. Clint, Vince, Ezra, Roberty, and Leo were all there. The men jumped to their feet when Jeanne came in, and they stood in a tight circle around her and the doctor. She didn't greet them, she just turned to Eames and said, "Well?"


  "You already know that she has a fever, Jeanne," he said gently. "My examination doesn't tell me definitively whether it's yellow fever or not, because she's not jaundiced. But Mr. Hardin said that there was yellow fever in Memphis when you were there three days ago, and so it makes sense to diagnose that. This would be the early stages and, therefore, she wouldn't necessarily be jaundiced yet."


  "I don't understand," Jeanne said harshly. "I thought jaundice was something babies got. Marvel was jaundiced when she was born, but it went away."


  "Jaundice is caused by bile in the blood, because the liver isn't functioning correctly," Eames explained. "That's the primary symptom of yellow fever; in fact, that's where it gets the name, because of the yellowing of first the whites of the eyes, and then the skin. You're right, Jeanne, many times babies can be jaundiced but usually mother's milk corrects the problem."


  "All right, assuming it is yellow fever and it is in the early stage, what's going to happen to her?"


  "She's going to have nausea, chills, fever, headaches, and body aches for three or four days. Mr. Hardin tells me that Marvel doesn't have a strong constitution. Would you say that she is frail? Very frail?"


  "I—I don't know," Jeanne said in confusion. "She's better, stronger than she used to be. What—what do you mean? What does that mean?"


  "I'm trying to figure out what prescriptive might work best for her," he replied. "A blue mass pill is hard on the digestive tract, so I'm afraid it would just nauseate her more, if she's susceptible to stomach upset. Calomel is easier on the stomach but harder in the mouth, if you get what I mean. It tastes terrible. And quinine is bad on both."


  "But these medicines, they'll cure her, if she can keep them down? They cure yellow fever?" Jeanne asked eagerly.


  Eames hesitated and glanced at Clint, whose mouth had tightened and eyes narrowed as Eames had been talking about the drugs. "I'll be brutally honest with you, Jeanne. Those drugs are always prescribed for yellow fever. But there are no statistics that have been compiled as to their success. I've had patients with yellow fever before, but not enough of them to really know whether the medications do any good or not."


  "I want them," Jeanne muttered. "I want all of them."


  Eames nodded. "I brought all three of them, but I must caution you. The reason I was trying to determine about Marvel's general constitution is because these drugs are very difficult for a person to keep down. The more Marvel vomits, the weaker she gets. The weaker she is, the harder it's going to be for her to fight this off."


  "What are you saying!" Jeanne almost screeched. "Do I give her the medicine or not?"


  Calmly he replied, "Please understand, I'm only trying to explain everything as clearly as I can. I recommend that we try the blue mass pills first. If she can keep them down, then we'll try adding the calomel. I don't know about the quinine, it really is harsh. I just really need to keep assessing her to know the exact course of medications to give her. And I'm going to do that, Jeanne. I'll stay here until we know for sure."


  "Thank you," she said tightly. Then she turned to Clint, her color high, her lips bloodless. "This is all your fault. You brought this plague on the boat. No one else even went into town, but no, you had to run off, probably to see some woman! If Marvel d— if she—" She choked, a dry sobbing sound, and ran out of the galley.


  Dr. Eames said quietly to Clint, "People do this, you know. Especially mothers with sick children. They get angry, and want to blame someone, and say hurtful things that they don't really mean."


  Every bit of color had drained from Clint's face when Jeanne turned on him. He looked as sick as Marvel did, and his voice was dull and lifeless. "She did mean it, though. And you know what? She was right. She was exactly right."
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  CLINT WENT OUT AND sat on the dock, leaning against one of the tall pilings. He bent one knee and threw his arm across it, and the other long leg was hanging down over the water. He was perfectly motionless except for that leg kicking, his face chiseled into grim lines, his eyes a murky slate blue as he focused on nothing. He had no idea how long he had been sitting there, except when Vince sat down beside him he suddenly realized that night had fallen.


  Vince put his hand on his shoulder and said, "Clint, you can't take to heart what Captain Jeanne said. She's so scared she doesn't know what she's saying or doing."


  "I told you, she was exactly right. Her attitude doesn't matter," Clint said woodenly.


  "No, she wasn't exactly right. I know you. I know you didn't just pop off the boat and go see one of your women. And Jeanne herself sent you back into town, remember? I don't know what you were doing when you left the first time, but I know it wasn't the way Jeanne made it sound."


  "None of that matters now, does it? Anyway, Vinnie, I'd really like to be alone just now. Get it?"


  Vince rose slowly. "Yeah, I get it, and I'll go with it, for now. But I'm worried about you and I'm going to be watching out for you, brother."


  "You don't have to worry about me unless that little girl dies," Clint muttered. "And if she does I won't need or want you to watch out for me."


  Defeated, Vince left.


  Clint thought, So what will I do if Marvel dies?


  Already he felt so guilty and miserable, it was difficult for him to envision what he would do if she died. It was difficult for him to think, period. His mind was filled with darkness, with rag-tag bleak thoughts, with bits and pieces of Marvel's face, pale in death, with Jeanne's fury-filled visage. He swallowed hard and realized he was thirsty, but he hadn't the will to get up even to get a drink of water.


  Awhile later—perhaps much later, Clint thought with confusion—Dr. Eames came out to sit down by him. "It's almost two o'clock in the morning, Mr. Hardin. You've been sitting here for six hours. My prescriptive for you is that you eat something and go to bed."


  "I don't need your help," Clint lashed out at him. "How's Marvel?"


  Eames sighed. "She is a very sick little girl. She's not holding down the meds, or anything else for that matter. The next two or three days are going to be hard for her, and her mother."


  "And there's nothing at all I can do," Clint said bitterly. "There's not one single thing I can do to make up for it, or to help."


  "As for helping Marvel, really none of us can do anything except pray. Are you a praying man, Mr. Hardin?"


  "I am not."


  "That's too bad," Eames said mildly. "The Lord Jesus is the only comfort we have in bad times. I'll pray for you, Mr. Hardin, that you'll find Him, because I know He will give you rest and peace."


  "Yeah, thanks," Clint said dryly.


  "You're welcome. I also want to talk to you about yellow fever."


  "I've had it. I know about it. What is there to talk about?"


  Eames shifted a little to a more comfortable position and stared out over the river as it whispered softly by in the still night. In a cool lecturing voice he answered, "I doubt you do know all about yellow fever, Mr. Hardin, because even doctors don't know much about it. We really don't know how the disease is transmitted. Some think it's in the air, some think it's in the water, some think you have to touch an infected person. Now, suppose it is carried on the air. Why do some people in a household get the fever when others don't? Same thing with the water. If people drink from the same well or source of water, why don't they all get yellow fever? And by touch: Why does it so often happen that people caring for yellow fever patients don't contract the disease themselves?"


  For the first time Clint turned to look at Eames' face. It was a plain, honest face, and he had kind eyes. "You're trying to tell me that maybe I didn't cause Marvel to get the fever."


  "I doubt very seriously that you did," he said sturdily. "I got Ezra and Vince to tell me everyone's movements after you returned to the boat. Apparently you didn't even see Marvel until after you had disinfected the entire boat, did you?"


  Clint frowned. "I—I hadn't thought about it, really. But yeah, Marvel and Roberty stayed in Jeanne's cabin while we finished scrubbing up, and that took until late afternoon. Then Jeanne let her and Roberty come down."


  "Again, why would Marvel catch the fever from you, particularly after you had disinfected yourself, along with the entire boat? Yes, Vince told me you doused yourself in vinegar, even washing your hair with it. So why didn't Ezra, or Vince, or Jeanne catch it? They all were with you right after you came back from town."


  "I don't know," Clint said wearily. "All I know is that Jeanne thinks I infected Marvel, and that's all that matters."


  "No it is not," Eames said vehemently. "You can't bear the guilt for this, Mr. Hardin. However Marvel got yellow fever, and I don't think we'll ever know, you did not cause it. You are not to blame."


  Clint turned to stare blankly into the darkness again. "Then who is? Never mind, I'm really tired of talking. I appreciate you trying to help me, Dr. Eames, but right now I'd much prefer to be left alone."


  "All right. There's just one more thing I wanted to let you know. I am going to have to quarantine the Helena Rose. Of course my family and I want you all to feel free to come out here on the dock, fish if you'd like, anything like that. But please don't let anyone go anywhere else, and no one is going to be allowed to come down here while Marvel's sick. Except me, of course. I'm going to go get some more things from my house and then I'm coming back to stay the night."


  Clint looked up at him curiously. "Aren't you afraid you'll catch it, Eames?"


  "Sometimes," he replied lightly. "But most of the time I trust in the Lord, and I believe that I am in His hands. Just as Marvel is; just as we all are. He is much more comforting than any doctor or any prescriptive, I find. And as I said, Mr. Hardin, I'll pray that you find His comfort, too."


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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  Marvel was terribly sick. Jeanne suffered more anguish than Marvel did. She was so angry even the taste in her mouth was sour. She was so bitter that every conscious thought was pure misery. Always when Marvel had gotten ill, Jeanne had had to deliberately keep herself from letting Marvel see her cry. This time she couldn't cry. She was gentle and tender with Marvel, of course, but she felt that inside she had a leaden weight where her heart used to be.


  With an effort she made herself be courteous and grateful to Dr. Eames. He stayed all night the first night, and tried various things to help Marvel keep down the medicines. He gave her sips of barley water, he tried rice gruel, he tried ginger tea, but nothing worked. Finally they were only able to give Marvel small chips of ice to hold in her mouth. She was always desperately thirsty, but if she took even tiny sips of water it came right back up.


  At last the dawn came. Jeanne had sat in the armchair all night, her eyes wide and gritty, never feeling the least bit sleepy. Dr. Eames dozed in the other armchair by Marvel's bed. Jeanne watched the gray light of dawn turn into the cheerful yellow sunshine of an August day, streaming unconcernedly through the windows. Jeanne hated it, and wished for night again.


  Eames stirred and rubbed his eyes. Then he checked Marvel, who was sleeping, though fitfully. She still had a fever, but it had been several hours since she had vomited. "I don't think we need to try to give her anything else today but the ice chips," he said.


  Jeanne nodded. "I know. You'd better go home and rest. Thank you for everything."


  He stood up and rubbed the back of his neck. "If you don't get some rest you are going to get sick yourself, Jeanne. I mean it. I told you, Marvel will likely be sick for the next two or three days. You cannot go without sleeping, or without eating, for four days. You won't be doing Marvel any good at all."


  "How can I eat when the thought of food makes me sick? And how can I possibly make myself go to sleep? I feel like any minute I'm going to jump up and start screaming and not be able to stop!"


  He considered her for long moments, then went to his bag and pulled out a small flat bottle. "This is brandy, and don't look at me like that, Jeanne. This is definitely for medicinal purposes. I want you to drink a very small glass of it, what's commonly known as a shot. Then eat. Then take another shot, and lie down and go to sleep. If you won't agree to do that, then I'm going to come back and make you do it."


  Jeanne felt rebellious, but then realized that there was no reason to argue with him. "All right, I will," she said dully. "In a little while."


  He grimaced, then left without saying anything. He came back with a mattress from one of the crew bunks, a pillow, and clean linens. "Here's your bed. Ezra is fixing you some soup, and I want you to go to the door and answer it when he brings it to you. Apparently this is not a drinking man's boat, because there's no shot glass on board, so here is a coffee mug. Look. I'm pouring out one, two, three. That's a shot." He handed it to her. "It's good brandy, sip it, don't gulp it. If there's any change, have them ring the Big Bell. Otherwise, I'll be back this afternoon."


  Jeanne barely noticed when he left, for she was lost in thought. And dark thoughts they were, indeed.


  How could You let this happen, God? It's not fair! She's an innocent child! Why not me, or someone, anyone else? You have to heal her, You have to make her well!


  Even through the rage she felt, Jeanne knew this wasn't right, but she had forgotten how to pray. All right, I know I'm saying this all wrong, God, but please, help me. I can't stand it if Marvel dies, I couldn't live! I know that since we've been doing better, with the Helena Rose and all, I haven't been as close to You as I used to be. I know I've been ignoring You, and I'm sorry! Just please heal Marvel, and I swear I'll come back to You. I promise I'll do better, I'll be better!


  Jeanne had been a Christian a long time, and she wasn't a fool. She knew this was attempting to bargain with God—no, worse, she knew she was actually trying to bribe Him. The realization of her folly only made her feel worse. Now she was not only angry with Clint Hardin, and with God, but she was angry at herself. She didn't even try to overcome it. She gave up. The room may have been lit with glorious light, but Jeanne saw only the blackness of her own soul.


  The next two days were just like the first. It was all a long nightmare to Jeanne, of bathing Marvel, watching her sleep, giving her ice chips, watching with sickening dread every time her fever rose and when she vomited. Dr. Eames came and went. Jeanne flatly refused to see anyone else, except when Ezra brought her food. Then she took it without saying a word. She completely lost track of time. She ate robotically, slept when she couldn't stay awake any longer. And she kept railing at God.


  On the fourth morning after Marvel had gotten sick, Jeanne started awake with a jolt. She sat up on her thin mattress, bewildered, and looked around. She had been having an evil dream, but she couldn't remember what it was, but a lingering sense of dread assailed her.


  "Hello, Mama."


  Jeanne bounded to her feet and went to the bedside. Marvel was looking up at her, and her eyes were clear, not fever-dulled. "Did you say something?" Jeanne asked tremulously.


  "I said, 'Hello, Mama,'" she replied in a weak half-whisper.


  "Oh, child!" Jeanne half-picked her up and caressed her in her arms. Her body was treacherously limp, and she could feel Marvel's rib bones right through her nightdress, but she wasn't hot. "Oh, baby, do you feel better?"


  "Yes, ma'am. I'm awfully thirsty, though."


  Jeanne laid her back down on the pillow and said, "I know, sweetheart. For right now you'd better just suck on some ice, okay?"


  Jeanne sat on the bed, putting small ice chips in Marvel's mouth. She was so weak she could barely lift her hands. Marvel asked, "I've been really sick, haven't I? How long have I been sick?"


  "I'm not sure," Jeanne said with an attempt at lightness. "It seems like a long, long time to me. But I think it's only been three days."


  "Where are we?"


  "We're at Widow Eames' Landing. Remember where we came after we got stuck in the swamp? Dr. Eames lives here, and he's been taking very good care of you."


  "He's nice," Marvel said. "He's got a nice smile."


  A single soft knock sounded just then, Dr. Eames' signal, and he came in. He smiled when he saw Marvel, but Jeanne noticed that he didn't seem at all surprised that she was better. "Good morning, ladies. So, I see you're feeling better this morning, Miss Marvel." He sat on the bed and took her hand.


  "I do. Can—may I have some water?" she pleaded.


  "Sure, but I want you to sip it, not gulp it, okay?"


  Jeanne fixed her a tumbler full of water and put some ice chips in it. Marvel sipped obediently, then fell back onto the pillows. "Gunness, I can't even sit up."


  "You've been very sick, and that makes you weak," Eames said gravely. "But I tell you what. If you'll try to eat, you'll get stronger. In fact, I have a little surprise for you. My mother sent you some rice flummery. She used to make it all the time for me when I was sick, and it always made me feel so much better."


  Marvel's eyes brightened a little. "Rice flummery? I like that name. It sounds fun."


  "It does, doesn't it? Now first I'm going to examine you, and then it'll be time for rice flummery." He proceeded to examine her thoroughly. She still was very pale, and her eyes were still slightly jaundiced. But her skin was cool. When he was finished he smiled at her. "No fever, and your tummy's not making angry noises like it was. I think you can have all you want to drink now, of whatever you want to drink."


  "More water, please. And may I have some apple cider? With my rice flummery?"


  "You certainly may," he answered. "Is there anything else you want right now?"


  She looked over at Jeanne. "Mama, would it be all right if Roberty and Leo came to see me? And Ezra and Mr. Vince and Mr. Clint?"


  "No," Jeanne said vehemently.


  Dr. Eames said soothingly, "Marvel, let me explain something to you. You remember I told you that you have yellow fever? Well, it's contagious. That means that other people who haven't had it before can catch it from you. I know you're better, but we need to wait for two days before we let other people come around. Do you understand?"


  "Yes, sir," she sighed, then she brightened. "But Mr. Clint has had it before. I remember you told me, Mama. He could come see me, couldn't he?"


  "No, Marvel, I just want you to stay in here and rest today. I'll stay with you, darling, and maybe if you feel better later we can play with your dolls," Jeanne said tightly.


  "Okay. But Dr. Eames, can dogs catch yellow fever?" she asked hopefully.


  Jeanne blurted out, "No, Marvel, I said—" She realized that she sounded like what she was at the moment—an angry, cold woman. Eames was watching her curiously. Lamely, she went on, "So, Dr. Eames, can dogs catch yellow fever? Even if the patient kisses them on the big grinning slobbering mouth?"


  He smiled a little and rose. "No, dogs can't catch it. I'll bet Leo would be glad to see you both. Just don't let him eat your rice flummery, Marvel. That dog is the best beggar I've ever seen. C'mon, Jeanne, come with me and we'll go get Marvel her food and Leo."


  Jeanne followed him to the galley, and he pulled out two stools. "Sit down for a minute, Jeanne."


  Her eyes narrowed. She had purple shadows under them so deep that they looked bruised. She was as pale as Marvel, and her prominent cheekbones stuck out sharply, her cheeks deeply hollowed beneath them. Her hair was an untidy mess, and she hadn't changed her clothes, and her blouse was soiled. She sat down jerkily. "Something's wrong. I knew it."


  "Maybe, maybe not," Eames said calmly. "I do have something to tell you; it is perhaps the most difficult thing about this disease. Marvel is better today, and she may be cured. All yellow fever patients are better after three or four days. On the next day, after what's called the remission stage, some go on to the third stage of the disease."


  "And what is that?" Jeanne asked in a choked voice.


  Evenly he answered, "It's called the intoxication phase. The patients very suddenly worsen, with fever so high it can cause convulsions and delirium. They may get nauseated and vomit. The jaundice gets worse, so the skin turns yellow."


  "And that's when they die," Jeanne said with gritted teeth. "She's better today! She has to be cured! Why would you tell me this, Jacob? What good could it possibly do? Why would you say such horrible things?"


  His gentle features were a study in pain. "Jeanne, I struggle with this every single time I have a patient with yellow fever, particularly children. If the patient is an adult, of course I must tell them, even though I feel that they are cured. But with children, if I don't tell their parents I would be criminally wrong. Surely you see that?"


  She stared at him with burning eyes.


  He went on, "I want you to listen to me carefully, Jeanne. Marvel came through this very well, considering that she is small and thin and delicate. Today she may be completely free from yellow fever. If she isn't, we'll know by morning. And even if she does go into the intoxication phase, she may live through it. Yellow fever is very frightening because large numbers of people contract the disease, all at the same time. But out of all of the people that get it, very few of them die."


  "Yes, well, it's also frightening because you may be one of the few that dies," Jeanne said sharply. "You sound as if you have no idea whether Marvel is cured or if she's still sick, and will go into this third stage. Is that true?"


  "That's true, Jeanne. I have no idea. Some patients who seem completely recovered during remission go into the intoxication phase. Others who are still jaundiced and nauseated get better, and never go into the third phase."


  Jeanne jumped to her feet and stood over him. "We're not talking about some patients, we're talking about my daughter! As far as I can see, you are practically useless! You have medicine, but it may not work. Yes, give her medicine, but no, she's vomiting so don't give her medicine. She may be cured, or she may die. You don't know anything!"


  He stood up and placed his hands gently on her shoulders. "I do know some things, Jeanne. I know that Marvel is in the Lord's hands, as we all are. She is calm and free from fear, and has been all through this, and that is a miracle of God. I know that she's better today, and she has joy in her spirit, I can see it. None of us knows what tomorrow will bring. Be joyful with Marvel, Jeanne, for this is the day that the Lord hath made."


  Her shoulders sagged, and her head drooped. "I will try," she said in a ragged whisper. "Maybe she is going to be fine. So I'll try. For Marvel."
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  DR. EAMES WENT DOWN to the boiler room. Roberty and Ezra were playing checkers, with Leo sleeping by their upturned cracker boxes. Through the open double doors to the engine room he heard Vince and Clint's low voices. "I've got some good news for you," he said. Roberty jumped up and went to get Vince and Clint. When they were all together Eames went on, "Marvel is much better today. Right now she's eating my mother's rice flummery, and if that doesn't cure all her ills nothing will."


  They all pulled up boxes and sat down, grinning and sighing with relief. Except for Clint, who crossed his arms and looked thoughtful. "How's Jeanne?" he asked.


  "She's not doing too well, and I'm afraid I didn't help her much. I guess I need to tell you all, too, it seems like you're like family. But first, Miss Marvel wants Leo to come keep her company for awhile."


  Roberty jumped up eagerly, but Eames went on, "Sorry, Roberty, but Marvel still may be contagious, so you can't see her for another day or two. Better let me take him up."


  "Maybe I could," Clint said hesitantly, looking at Eames with pleading dark eyes. "I've had yellow fever, and so I couldn't catch it again."


  "I'm sorry," Eames said helplessly. "It'll just be better if I take him."


  Clint nodded and sank down on a crate, his head between his hands. Eames took Leo upstairs and returned quickly. Then he told them what he'd told Jeanne.


  "Yeah, I knew this," Clint said hollowly. "I've seen it. But chances are she's over it, right?"


  "I'm praying that she is," he answered. "We all need to keep praying for her. And for Jeanne, too. Jeanne is suffering just as much, and I think even more, than Marvel."
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  VINCE, ROBERTY, AND CLINT were all sitting in their camp, a small level piece of ground on the wide slope up to the Eames house. It was situated just a few feet from the starboard side of the Helena Rose, and though they hadn't said it aloud, they all knew that through the open windows of Jeanne's cabin they could hear if she called. From the first day they docked, Ezra flatly refused to cook anything in the galley. "That there stove is sitiated right down by Marvel's head, and it's hot enough as 'tis, she don't need no quick hot cookin' fire just on t'other side of the wall. And she don't need no cookin' smells, neither, nor me a-banging around in there."


  Ezra had gotten all the pots and skillets and utensils they needed, and they had been cooking over a campfire. They hadn't had to cook much, though, for Dr. Eames' family—and they had learned that there were over thirty Eames, Franklins, and Greenes living on the Eames place—sent them enough food every day to feed them twice over. But now Ezra was in the galley, cooking up about half a dozen things he'd thought of that Marvel might like to eat.


  In the last three days Ezra had scoured the boilers and furnaces three times. Vince and Clint had worked in the engine room, oiling and tightening and testing all the parts, some of them several times. Roberty had painted all of the red trim on the boat except for the paddle wheel. Dr. Eames had brought a tall ladder, and he had climbed up twenty feet to paint the smokestacks, though the men had cringed at the sight.


  Clint said dully, "I think I'm going to paint Marvel's dollhouse and the furniture."


  Vince sighed. "At least we don't have to take the engine apart again. That's really boring, Clint."


  "Why don't you let me paint them, Clint?" Roberty pleaded. "I didn't get to make anything for it, and I want to do something for Marvel. I need to."


  "Yeah, I know," Clint said. "Okay, you paint, then." Roberty got up and ran to the boat.


  "So what do you wanna do, Clint?" Vince asked. "How about we go fishing? Dr. Eames said just around the bend there is a real good little cove with lots of minnows in the shallows and bream and bass and catfish."


  "No, you go, Vinnie."


  "No, the point is that I'm trying to get you to go. I'm trying to get you to do anything. You've been sitting around like a stump, Clint, just staring into space. You don't talk, you don't listen, it's like you're not even here."


  "I'm here," he said listlessly. "I just don't have anything to say, and I don't care what anyone else says either."


  Never in his life had Vince gotten angry with Clint, but now he was. "You're acting like a selfish little kid. What's the matter with you? Marvel's better, she may be just fine! And even if she's not, then we need to be strong and acting like men! I know you think Jeanne hates you, and maybe she does right now. But I know that she really cares for you, you big stupid ninny! No matter what happens, she'll remember that one day. So you just quit sulking and get yourself out of that hole you dug and threw yourself into!"


  A humorless half-smile twitched at the corner of Clint's lips. "Okay, okay, Vinnie, don't blow a gasket. You want to go fishing? Let's go fishing. But first I want to tell Ezra where we're going. I want to make sure they can find us if ... if Marvel needs me."
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  BY TWO O'CLOCK IN the afternoon Marvel was able to sit up in the armchair, with her legs propped on three pillows that Jeanne put down for her. She had a light quilt over her, for though the day was a typical hot August day, she felt a little cool. Jeanne constantly checked her, and it wasn't because she had fever. Dr. Eames said it was just because she was so weak and her blood was so thin.


  Jeanne set an enormous plate of steaming macaroni on the cherry side table by Marvel's chair. Leo immediately sat up and rested his chin on Marvel's lap. "Ezra says if you eat enough macaroni you get fat," she told Marvel with amusement. "So he'll be disappointed day after tomorrow if you're not a chubby little girl."


  "I prob'ly will be, if I keep eating like today," Marvel answered. "Ezra's made me so much stuff I think he forgot the whole crew's not eating it." Ezra had made fresh bread, had sliced mild yellow cheese thin and had cut the slices into funny little shapes, had made mashed potatoes, chicken broth, oatmeal, a cherry ice, fresh warm applesauce, and baked pears stuffed with raisins. Marvel was able to eat a few bites at a time, and she had eaten some of everything. Now she took three or four bites of the macaroni and sighed.


  "It's all right, darling, I was just teasing you," Jeanne said. "You eat what you can eat, but don't make yourself if you don't want it."


  "Okay. Um . . ." she petted Leo's head and looked hopefully at Jeanne.


  "You might as well give it to him," Jeanne said resignedly. "He's already sleeping in our bed and sitting in our chairs. I guess when we start eating at the dining table again, he can join us there, too."


  Marvel set the bowl down and Leo began to eat. He was a very polite eater, he never wolfed down his food. His long snaky tail began going in the funny lopsided circles that moved his whole rump. Marvel giggled a little. Her voice had grown stronger, though it was still weak. She glanced up at Jeanne, who was watching Leo with a blank expression. "Mama? Is something wrong?" Marvel asked.


  "No, no, of course not. I guess I'm just tired."


  Marvel nodded. "I know, I don't remember much about while I was so sick, but I remember you were always awake, it seemed like. I know you were worried about me, Mama, but I'm better now."


  "Yes, you are, and I'm so thankful, Marvel. I'll be better, I promise. Would you like to play with Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria?"


  "Yes, ma'am, but first may I ask you something?"


  "Of course."


  Marvel cocked her head a little and looked troubled. "You said you're thankful, Mama, but we didn't have a thank-you prayer. We always have thank-you prayers for everything. I've said thank you to Jesus, but not out loud, like we usually do."


  Jeanne flew to kneel by her chair. "Oh, Marvel, I'm so sorry. Of course I'm thankful to the Lord. I guess—I guess I've just been so worried about you that I'm not really thinking straight. Let's pray right now."


  Marvel bowed her head and closed her eyes and began thanking Jesus for everything she could think of. Jeanne bowed her head, too, and closed her eyes, but when she heard Marvel say, "Thank you that I'm all well now, God," her eyes opened to narrow slits. She had lied. She wasn't thankful to God at all. All day she had tried to believe that Marvel was healed, but she didn't. As soon as Dr. Eames had told her about the course of yellow fever, Jeanne had gotten so fearful that she had gotten nauseated. Throughout the day that fear grew and grew, and crushed any hope she might have had. Now she was so deathly afraid that Marvel was going to get sicker and then die that it had become almost a certainty. All day desperately she tried to act with Marvel as if she was recovering, and she had done fairly well; but she didn't believe it at all.


  All she believed was that Marvel would die. And she knew that it was because God was punishing her, Jeanne, for her carelessness and selfishness. Why else would He do this to Marvel? It was the only thing that made any sense.


  And by this time Jeanne herself might have been dead, because she just didn't care.
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  MARVEL GOT TIRED JUST about dark, and Jeanne put her to bed. Leo lay beside her, looking up at Jeanne with his hangdog pleading eyes, and Jeanne allowed him to stay, patting him on the head and grumbling. Marvel said sleepily, "Thank you, Mama. G'night."


  "Good night, my darling," Jeanne said, and kissed her on the cheek.


  She sat down in the armchair by the bed and watched Marvel as she dropped off into a peaceful sleep. Her expression was very different from when Marvel had been awake. As soon as Marvel had closed her eyes, Jeanne's face, as if someone had slapped her, grew tight and tense, her eyes as empty as bottomless wells. Even Leo seemed to notice, for he looked at Jeanne for a while. Jeanne whispered, almost a hiss, "Go to sleep, Leo." His tail thumped twice, then he laid down, ludicrously on a pillow just by Marvel's head.


  Jeanne sat and watched. Marvel slept. Leo slept. Jeanne's whole body was so tense she ached frightfully everywhere. As the hours wore on, her temples began to throb. Soon she had an agonizing headache. Even the low light from the single lantern on the table by her chair hurt her eyes, so she closed them.


  She jerked painfully and tried to look around, but she was in darkness. Leo was whining, a soft low cry that almost sounded like a child. She realized that she had fallen asleep, and the lantern had gone out. Jeanne jumped up and felt her way to her desk, grabbed the lantern, and lit it, then hurried back to the bed. Leo jumped down and was staring at Marvel, keeping up his soft keening. Jeanne thought that Marvel was the same, for she looked as if she were still asleep. But then Jeanne saw the sheen of sweat on her forehead and that her nightdress was soaked.


  At that moment Marvel started convulsing.


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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  Marvel's whole body was rigid, and her arms and legs thrashed wildly. Jeanne set the lantern down and grabbed her arms. She tried to hold Marvel still, but all she could do was keep her arms from jerking up and down. Jeanne saw that Marvel's jaws were clenched horribly, and she was afraid she might grind her teeth so hard they would break. With a groan she searched around the room for something to put in her mouth, and cursed herself for not asking Dr. Eames for the precaution. There was nothing. Marvel's convulsions went on and on.


  Finally the spasms lessened in intensity, and Jeanne was able to let go of her biting grip on Marvel's arms. She jerked two, three times, then her body seemed to sink into the mattress. She had never opened her eyes, and they remained closed. Her mouth was slightly open, and Jeanne had to bend over her face to see if she was still breathing. Her respiration was fast and shallow. Jeanne could feel the sickening heat coming from her body; even the sheet and light quilt covering her were soaked with sweat. "Marvel?" she whispered.


  She didn't stir or open her eyes, and Jeanne knew she was unconscious.


  She flew out into the hallway and out the back door. Close by on the shore was the dying campfire, with lumps of sleeping figures around it. But Clint was sitting up, and he was staring right at her. Jeanne started to call out to him but he jumped up and started running. He reached her and started to grab her arms, but dropped his hands with a jerk. "Is she—" he gulped.


  "No," Jeanne said in a dead voice. "Not yet. But I need your help."


  He followed her into the cabin and Jeanne knelt by the bed. Clint knelt by her. Neither of them said anything. Clint thought that Marvel already looked dead. The skin was stretched across her face, and all childlike roundness was gone. It looked like a small skull. Her hair was in dank strings, and Clint could smell the sour odor of the very ill emanating from her.


  "She's convulsing," Jeanne said. "I couldn't find anything to put between her teeth."


  Clint reached into his pocket, drew something out, and went to wash it in the washbasin. He dried it off and returned to kneel by Jeanne's side. She saw then that it was three round strips of leather braided tightly together. "Leo's collar," Clint said. "Roberty and I are making it."


  Marvel started convulsing. Clint put the leather between her teeth and slid behind her, cradling her upper body and holding her arms. Jeanne kept her legs from striking the bed so hard.


  Again, it was a long seizure. When they were finally able to let go of her, they knelt again by the bed. Her breathing became more and more like panting. Jeanne felt of her forehead, and it was so hot that Jeanne thought if she licked her finger and pressed it to Marvel's flesh, it would sizzle, like a hot iron. She wasn't sweating now; she was just burning. She convulsed again, and then after a few minutes the spasms started again. Each seizure was longer than the previous one. Clint and Jeanne stared helplessly at each other. Both of them were as pale as death.


  After some time Marvel jerked, and her head yanked around toward them, and they both started to grab her. But then she grew still and her eyes fluttered, and then opened. Her gaze seemed unfocused for long moments, but finally Jeanne could tell that Marvel was looking at her. Jeanne took her hand and said, "Hello, my darling. Just lie still and rest."


  Marvel's mouth moved, but no sound came out. Jeanne started to tell her not to try to talk, but then she saw the thing that she dreaded even more than death. She saw fear in her daughter's eyes. "No, no, Marvel," she said in a desperate croak. "Don't be afraid, please don't be afraid. I'm right here, I'm here, everything's going to be all right, my darling one. You're strong, and the Lord is with us, always. Please, please don't be scared."


  Jeanne leaned over her, her ear next to Marvel's lips. "Okay, Mama. I'll . . . try."


  Jeanne collapsed back and she pressed her lips to Marvel's burning hand.


  Slowly Marvel looked at Clint, and he thought that his heart would burst with pain. He managed to smile back at her. "Hi, sweet baby."


  He saw that she was trying to say something to him, so he bent over her. "It was . . . like angels singing . . . and Jesus was there . . . when you . . . sang . . ." She seemed unable to go on.


  Clint kissed her cheek and lifted his head to look at her. "When I sang 'Ave Maria.'" She nodded. With dread he made himself look into her eyes, and he saw the desperation, and the pleading there. "Then I'll just sing it right now, for you, little one. Just for you."


  He rose to his feet and left. Jeanne lifted her head and saw that Marvel's eyes were closed. She still breathed.
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  AS SOON AS CLINT got outside the cabin, he leaned up against the wall and squeezed his eyes shut with anguish. I can't do this! I would give that little girl anything, anything, even my life, but I can't give her the one thing she asked for!


  Clint had not sung since Christmas. He saw himself standing beneath Marvel's window, opening his mouth, and a sorry pathetic croak coming out. He heard a weak travesty of the majestic prayerful song. He thought it would be so pitiful it was almost evil, like a monstrously cruel trick that the devil would play on a dying little girl.


  As if he were unconscious, but still moving, he walked slowly down the hall to the side steps. He felt so weak, and so weary, that he thought it was as if he were an old, old man. He climbed up onto the dock and stood there, looking at the sky, bewildered. The moon was full, and there were countless stars, and the night was beautiful. Barely knowing what he was doing, Clint bowed his head and prayed. Dear God, help me do this. Please. Help me sing for her. Not for me, but for her.


  He lifted his head, filled his lungs with the sweet night air, and began to sing.


  
    Ave Maria, Gratia plena

    Maria Gratia plena

    Maria Gratia plena

    Ave, ave Dominus!
  


  It was the strongest and best he had ever sung. He felt his spirits rise, and remembered that he had had this same feeling before as he sang well. It uplifted him, made him reverent, made him aware of a higher plane than this vale of tears. But now he prayed as he sang. He thanked God over and over again in his spirit. He forgot everything except music. Now he knew that the song wasn't coming from him. It never had. It was coming from God Himself.


  The song was almost four minutes long, but to Clint, as he finished, he thought with amazement that he might have gone on singing for hours. Instead, he dropped to his knees and murmured, "Oh, thank You, God. Thank You, Christ Jesus. Why, why would You give me such a gift? I'm nothing. I'm a sinful, wretched man. How can You forgive me? I don't deserve anything but death!"


  I already died for you, because I love you. I made you and fashioned you before the foundation of the earth, and I gave you this gift. I gave it to you because I am your Father, and you are my son.


  Clint never knew whether God had spoken to him in an audible voice, or if He had put the words into his mind. It didn't matter. With wonder he prayed, My Father . . . my Father. Forgive me, Blessed Father. Forgive me for it all. Thank You, thank You, from now until all eternity, thank You. Finally, now I understand . . . and I want to come home.
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  WHEN CLINT LEFT, JEANNE thought dully that he simply couldn't face it any more, and she didn't blame him. Marvel hadn't opened her eyes again, and neither had she had convulsions. She was so still and limp and bloodless that Jeanne kept her eyes fixed on her chest to watch it rise and fall in her quick shallow breaths. Jeanne wondered at her own calmness. But it didn't matter, really. If—when Marvel died, Jeanne was just going to lie down and never move again. She hoped that God would kill her. If it was slowly, by starvation or from thirst, then so be it. It was no more than she deserved.


  Then the sound of heavenly music came floating into the room.


  Ave Maria . . .


  Jeanne sat transfixed, motionless. As the song went on, she felt as if she was not merely listening to it, but that she was breathing it in, that it was filling her, slowly but surely, with a kind of soft quietness. Her head stopped pounding, her jaw relaxed, her fingers lost their tension, she even felt herself settle down on her knees, relaxing her body. It was as if the music was warm oil, and it was being poured right over her. She saw Marvel's eyelids flutter, and she opened her eyes for a moment. Slowly they closed again.


  Jeanne's mind was restful, tranquil, as Clint sang. She felt the presence of the Lord very strongly, for the first time in a long time. When he finished she laid her head down on the bed and prayed.


  Oh, dearest Lord Jesus, my blessed Savior, please forgive me. I've been so angry, I've hardened my heart to stone. I've spit in Your face as surely as those who crucified You did. I'm sorry, so desperately sorry, please forgive me! Instantly Jeanne knew she was forgiven. All of the terrible things she had done, particularly since Marvel had gotten sick, were gone from His sight just as if they had never happened. Jeanne sagged with relief.


  Thank You, Blessed Lord. Now strengthen me, comfort me, let Your Holy Spirit fill me with Your boundless love. I know what I must do, and thank You for giving me the strength to do it.


  She rose, and was slightly surprised that she didn't ache any more, either her body or her mind. Going to the window, she saw Clint kneeling on the dock, his head bowed, and her eyes filled with tears. It was the first time she had wept, and these weren't tears of sorrow; not yet. These were tears of joy, for Clint. She went down to the deck and called softly, "Clint? Please come back up to Marvel with me."


  He looked up, and tears were streaming down his face, too. He wiped them away, and smiled at her. It was a beatific smile, gentle and kind. He rose and looked over at the campfire. Everyone had awakened when he sang, of course.


  Jeanne followed his gaze and for the first time realized that Dr. Eames was there, asleep in a bedroll. That afternoon she had told him to leave her and Marvel alone, they didn't need him any more. Now she called out softly, "It's all right, she's still—with us. But you can all come wait in the hall. In fact, please do come, and pray for us."


  Clint walked with her to the stairs. "Are you—are you sure you want me, Jeanne?"


  "I'm sure. And Marvel asked for you, Clint. I'm so sorry, so very sorry."


  "I know," he said sincerely. "Me, too."


  They went back into the cabin and knelt by the bed. Both of them were sure of what to do. They laid their hands on top of Marvel's, and with the other they held hands, and then bowed their heads.


  Jeanne prayed a simple prayer for Marvel's healing, and thanking God for many things, including Clint, and that he had found the Lord. Then Clint prayed, too. After that they silently prayed, their heads bowed and eyes closed. They felt Marvel stir the tiniest bit, and they both looked up.


  She was looking at Jeanne, and she managed a whisper they could both barely hear. "I'm not scared . . . any more, Mama. I'm just . . . so tired." So slowly, as if it was against her will, her eyes closed.


  "I know, little girl," Jeanne said soothingly. "I know. Sweetest Marvel, you know that the Lord Jesus is here, right here. Don't worry about me, I'm not afraid any more either. So if you get too tired, my love, you just go on. You'll know if that's what you need to do. The Lord Jesus will tell you if it's time for you to go home with Him."


  Marvel gave no sign.


  Jeanne and Clint wept again, but silently.


  The hours passed, the night waned, they wept and prayed. The lamp flickered and hissed and went out. Finally dawn came, with dim fingers of first light creeping through the windows. Jeanne raised her head; she hadn't been asleep, just resting her head on the bed. Clint was staring at Marvel, and Jeanne's eyes went to her daughter's face, expecting to see her death mask.


  Marvel was looking back at her. She smiled.


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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  Clint stood up very slowly, for he was stiff from kneeling by Marvel's bed for so long. He kept his eyes fixed on her face in wonder, and started backing up towards the door. He stumbled against something, and looked down. Leo had been hiding underneath the dining room table all night, and was now standing at the door, big silly dog's grin on his face, tongue lolling, his tail making his crazy figure-eight circles. Clint wrenched open the door and rushed out into the hall and again almost fell, over Vince's outstretched legs. He was sitting against the wall, Roberty's head was on his lap, and he was asleep. Ezra and Dr. Eames were sitting Indian-style, with a Bible opened between them. All of them jumped up when Clint appeared.


  "Dr. Eames? Come quick! I think she's all right!" Clint said urgently.


  Eames hurried into the room to sit on Marvel's bed. Jeanne stood up to make room for him, her tired face lit up like a happy child's. Eames smoothed Marvel's hair back from her forehead and rested his hand lightly on it. "Hi, Marvel. Feeling better, are you?"


  She nodded and moved her mouth, but Eames realized she was too weak to talk. "Shh, don't worry about talking yet. I just want you to suck on some ice chips right now. Later we'll try some water, and maybe even some apple cider. But for now, just let the ice melt in your mouth. And if you feel like you can sleep, you just go right ahead and go to sleep, okay? You don't have to stay awake and entertain us."


  He put an ice chip in her mouth and waited. She thirstily licked her lips and he gave her another one. She made a small contented smacking sound, and her eyes fluttered and closed.


  He stood up and grinned at Clint and Jeanne. "This little girl is healed! Even her eyes don't show any sign of jaundice! Praise God, it's a miracle!"


  Smiling at Clint, Jeanne said, "I think God performed more than one miracle last night. And I must tell you, gentlemen, if Marvel were awake, she would tell us that it's time for a thank-you prayer."


  "It's past time," Clint said. "And I want to be first."


  The next week was actually very busy for all of them. Marvel recovered slowly, but as the days wore on she regained much of her strength and also gained weight and color in her cheeks. Jeanne was with her every minute, and now she found that she could sew again. While Marvel had been sick Jeanne hadn't been able to do anything at all. She liked sewing, and she was an expert seamstress. By the end of the week she had made Marvel a new dress of pink muslin with a red rose print, and a pinafore.


  Marvel said little about being so gravely ill, and finally Jeanne asked her, "Darling, do you remember being so sick?"


  She answered cheerfully, "I 'member some things. I 'member when I felt so bad, and I kept throwing up, and all I could have was chips of ice, and then rice flummery."


  "But after that," Jeanne pressed her. "After the rice flummery, do you remember anything about that night?"


  A dreamy look came into Marvel's eyes, and she wrapped her arms around her dolls and held them close. "I 'member feeling better after the rice flummery, and going to sleep that night. Then I had a dream. I dreamed I was in this nice, pretty place, sitting under a tree. There was a river, but it wasn't the Mississippi River or the Arkansas River, it was real blue and sparkly and it went fast and made a nice sound. And I was hot, and I thought I would get in the river, 'cause it looked like it would be cool. And then Jesus said, "Not now, Little Girl.' He called me Little Girl like you and Mr. Clint."


  "You—you saw Jesus?" Jeanne asked in a half-whisper.


  Marvel shrugged. "No, I just knew He was there somewhere. Then He told me that this was where I needed to rest for a while. So I laid down, and the grass was thick and soft and cool, and I went to sleep. It was funny, going to sleep in a dream, when I knew I was already asleep. But I didn't think about that being funny then. I was just tired, and I went to sleep. When I woke up I saw you and Mr. Clint. And Leo, under the table."


  The men, along with men and boys from the Eames families, rebuilt the gazebo. Jacob Eames had told them, "We've had the lumber for the gazebo for two years now, but somehow we just never got around to building it." It was larger and the gingerbread trim was more ornate than before. They painted it a glowing white and Roberty painted the trim Helena Rose red. Clint and Ezra made a sign, with the Eames' permission, that read: Marvel's Rest. They mounted it over the gazebo doorway opening, which faced the river. After that, over time, instead of the Widow Eames' Landing, the landmark became known as Marvel's Landing.


  Just after dinner on Saturday afternoon, six days after Marvel's miraculous healing, she yawned like a newborn kitten. "Gunness! I'm sleepy again. It seems like all I do is sleep and eat."


  "That's your job right now, little girl," Jeanne said, smoothing Marvel's hair. They had washed it for the first time this morning, and her fine sandy hair with blonde highlights seemed thicker and healthier than it was before she had gotten sick. "I have to admit that I'm sleepy too. Why don't we take a nap together?"


  They laid down and both went right to sleep. When Jeanne woke up, she could tell by the light that she had slept for a couple of hours. She was sleeping almost as much as Marvel was, recovering from her own ordeal. She carefully crawled out of bed, leaving Marvel still sleeping soundly. Jeanne splashed her face with mint water and went to look out the window at the men working on the gazebo.


  Her gaze went first to Clint. He was standing talking to Jacob Eames, and his younger brother Isaac, the brother that had unsuccessfully competed for Jeanne's attentions when they were children. Clint pointed up the hill, and the brothers nodded.


  For a few moments Jeanne was lost in her womanly admiration of Clint Hardin. He was not classically handsome, for his features were too rugged and his hair, shining almost blue-black in the summer sun, was coarse and couldn't be styled in waves and curls as was the fashion. He was so tall he stood heads above most men, and so muscular as to make them look weak and effeminate. He had gotten more sun this week, and his skin seemed to glow a golden bronze. Jeanne's heart beat a little faster, and she felt a treacherous warmth spreading throughout her body. He is absolutely gorgeous! And he doesn't even seem to know it!


  With a jolt that shocked her to her very soul, Jeanne suddenly realized that she didn't just admire Clint's looks. She was deeply, helplessly in love with him. She drew in a sharp breath and for a few moments she felt lightheaded. When the dizziness passed she watched him again, with new eyes. I love him . . . for how long? How'd that happen? she thought with a half-hysterical giggle. Cautiously she looked back at Marvel, and was relieved that she still slept soundly. Jeanne definitely needed time to think, to absorb this horrible-wonderful love for Clint that she had so abruptly come to know. Realizing it had been something like being hit on the head with a club, and also like it used to be when she swam, taking a deep breath and diving underwater to swim in the perfect silence, surrounded and cradled by cool, clean spring water.


  I don't know when, or how . . . over the past months we've become such good friends, and I thought that was all that I wanted from him.


  But then Jeanne discovered that somehow during that time she had come to love him. She had slowly been pushing George Masters away, withdrawing more and more from him. Her thoughts had been filled with Clint Hardin, and she had wanted to be with him, not George. Clint was always fun to be with, he wasn't a moody man. He was filled with energy and worked hard. He was witty, he was interesting, and he had an active mind that made him interested in practically any subject that came his way. And he was the most charming man Jeanne had ever met.


  Now her heart plummeted as she watched him. That was why she had deliberately fought hard to keep from acknowledging to herself that she was in love with him. Jeanne thought that probably every woman to whom he paid the least attention fell in love with him. He wasn't a predator, Jeanne knew that for certain. She had had a lot of experience with seducers in her four years at the Gayoso, and Clint Hardin was not one of those. He didn't have to be, she was sure. She knew Clint now. She knew that women seduced him, not the other way around.


  And here she was, another in a long line of silly women to fall for his manly looks and irresistible charm.


  No, be honest! I'm not just infatuated with him, I know him, I know that he's a kind, honest man, and I am in love with him. Even if he didn't look like he does, even if he had no charm, I would still love him. I love the man, not the trappings.


  Jeanne must have known how much she loved him and depended on him the night Marvel almost died. She didn't want Dr. Eames or anyone else with her. She wanted Clint, and he was right there for her and Marvel. Even though she had been horribly cruel to him, he had forgiven her and had been a pillar of strength for her. She had instinctively known that he loved her and Marvel.


  Jeanne sighed deeply, and would have become depressed from the hurt she felt; but instead she prayed. Blessed Father God, help me to be strong. I know that Clint loves me and Marvel as if we were his own family. I treasure his friendship, his care for us. Help me never to let him know that I love him as a woman loves a man. I know he doesn't feel that way about me, and I don't want to threaten our relationship in any way. Help me to be strong, and kind, and forgiving, and help me never to feel jealousy when he finds the woman he truly loves. I know that he will always be our faithful friend, and I thank You for him.
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  AFTER A JOLLY SUPPER—ACTUALLY, a picnic on the dock—Jeanne sat down at her desk to write a letter. It was, she thought, the most difficult letter she had ever written, and it took her four hours before she was at least satisfied with it. The letter was to George Masters. When she finally finished she was so tired she thought about crawling into bed and passing out.


  But then she thought, I really have been wandering somewhere out of this world for the past two weeks! Just how am I going to mail this letter? And what about the mail we had picked up . . . forever ago, it seems like. She stood up, slightly panicked, but then she thought of the empty cargo bays. Someone had picked up their load of stoves, obviously, and Jeanne knew that Clint would have sent the mail on. But Jeanne had to get this letter to George, it was the only honorable thing she could do, under the circumstances. She went to find Clint, and Ezra told her he was out on the dock.


  The night was milky-warm, the starlight bright. The waning moon was high in the sky, its reflection waving on the slow current. He was sitting at the end of the dock with a bucket beside him. As Jeanne went to him she saw him reach into the bucket and throw something out into the river. It made a soft plop.


  "Hello, Clint," she said softly.


  It startled him, and he jerked around and then smiled. "Hi. Want to join me? I'm stoning the moon reflection. It's funny how it kinda breaks up into pieces when I hit it head on."


  Jeanne sat beside him. "You just can't sit still, can you?"


  "I'm not so good at that, no. Ezra says I'm worse than Roberty, always fiddle-faddlin' around and gittin' inter somewhat. And then he told me to get out of his galley, someone else would have to teach me how to make rice flummery." Marvel had asked for the cold, creamy pudding over and over again. Ezra had gone up to the Eames house and demanded that Widow Eames teach him how to make it.


  Jeanne chuckled. "He's right, you know. You are always inter somewhat. Anyway, apparently I have just today come back into my right mind, and I remembered that we are on a boat and that this boat hauls cargo. What happened with the stoves? And the mail?"


  "When we first put up the yellow quarantine flags, the next boat that came by stopped to see if they could help." He looked amused. "It was the One-Eyed Jack. Maybe you've seen it."


  "I have. And I believe their crew is called the One Eyes. Just like my crew is called the Petticoats. I would apologize for that, but personally I'd rather be called a petticoat than a one-eye."


  "Me, too. Anyway, I was kind of surprised that they were so helpful. They took the mail on for us, and when they got to Pine Bluff they telegraphed Mr. Baxley at Kaufman Stoves warehouse. They sent on the Club King, one of the One-Eyed Jack's sister boats, to pick up the stoves. In the last two weeks four different boats have come by, and every one of them has stopped to see if they can help. Guess when it comes down to it, there is a brotherhood on the river."


  "So someone could take a letter for me?" Jeanne asked anxiously. "I know that the Eames probably have a mailman that picks up and takes their mail to Pine Bluff, but I'd rather not go through the regular mail. I'd really like for it to be delivered by messenger as soon as possible."


  Clint jumped up and started pacing back and forth. Jeanne craned her neck around and said, "Clint, don't walk around behind me like that. It's like having a tiger prowling around behind me."


  "Sorry. But I have to stand up. The letter's for Masters, isn't it?"


  Jeanne got to her feet and leaned up against a piling to face him. "Well, yes, it is. I have something—something very important to tell him. Since I don't know when I'll be seeing him again, I felt that I needed to write him and tell him this—this—information as soon as possible. What's the matter with you, Clint? I know you don't care for him, but surely you can't be upset that I'm writing him."


  Clint stopped pacing, took a deep breath, and came to stand in front of her. "Yes, I'm upset that you're writing him. I'm upset about a lot of things. And I want—I need to know what's in that letter, Jeanne. But before I ask you about Masters, I have to tell you something. I—I have to talk to you. I think."


  "Clint, you're not making much sense. I don't mind you knowing what's in the letter. It's personal, but you're my friend and if you really want to know, I'll tell you," Jeanne said with confusion. "And if you need to talk to me, of course you can, anytime, about anything."


  He resumed his restless pacing. "I've prayed and prayed about telling you this, because now, for the first time in my whole life, I really want to do the right thing. But I'm so new to all this, to being a Christian and trusting in the Lord, that I haven't been able to understand what He wants me to do. But now, I think I have to tell you the truth, because—because—you're marrying the wrong man, Jeanne."


  "What?" she said, astounded.


  "I said you're marrying the wrong man," he repeated deliberately. "I know it. Ezra knows it, Vinnie knows it, Roberty knows it, even Marvel knows it. No, no, Jeanne, of all times please don't get mad at me now. We don't talk about it among ourselves, I promise you. It's just—it's just something that the people who really know you, and love you, can see, even though you can't."


  "But I can see it, Clint, you half-wit," Jeanne said with some heat. "I've changed my mind, I don't think you need to know what's in this letter, because it's really none of your business. I don't go telling you how to pick and choose your women, do I?"


  A spasm of pain crossed his face. "Jeanne, I'm so sorry about all of that. The Lord's forgiven me, and I'm different now. Those women—I mean, from now on my life is going to be different. Can't you forgive me? Will you forgive me?"


  Immediately Jeanne's anger melted away. "Oh, Clint, of course I forgive you, and now you must forgive me. You weren't wronging me in any way, and I know very well that you've changed since that night that the Lord saved you. I'm sorry. I just—it's hard—I'm just sorry. I'll never, ever treat you like that again." Then hurriedly she added, "I just told George that I wouldn't be able to see him any more. For—for a lot of reasons. Perhaps I was thinking of marrying him, at first. But not now, it will never happen, and I have to let him know that as soon as I possibly can."


  Now Clint seemed stunned. "You're not marrying him? How'd that happen? Oh, forget it! Forget about him! I have to tell you something, Jeanne. Right now." He stepped up to stand close to her but he didn't touch her. He looked down at her, and by the glitter of the starlight Jeanne could see the intensity on his face. "I love you, Jeanne. I'm so in love with you that I can hardly breathe when I'm with you. I wanted to tell you, even though I knew—I thought—that you were in love with George Masters. I just wanted you to know how much I treasure you, how I want to be with you, for as long as I can, even though it hurts, because I know you don't feel the same way about me."


  She stared up at him, her dark almond eyes gleaming first from shock, and then from joy.


  "Clint," she whispered, "I love you." She threw her arms around his neck and pressed the back of his neck, and he bent and she kissed him. Jeanne felt so much joy, so much happiness, her whole body felt delightfully warm. His lips were heated, and his hands pressed urgently against her back. She felt passionate desire, and she knew it was right. His kiss was hungry, demanding, yet gentle. Jeanne didn't want their embrace to end; she felt she could stand there on that dock, kissing him, for hours, days, forever. But finally she did gently draw her hands down to press against his chest.


  He lifted his head and held her close. "Thank you, oh, Lord, for giving me the desire of my heart," he murmured.


  "My beloved is mine, and I am his," Jeanne whispered. "Thank you, fairest Lord Jesus."


  After a while, as if they were of one mind, they sat back down, holding hands.


  "I can't believe you love me," Clint said wonderingly. "How? When? When did you know?"


  "Just today," she answered mischievously. "I felt like someone had dropped a Kaufman Stove on my head."


  "Really? Just today? Then it's no wonder I didn't know it. You've always treated me like a tiresome little boy. And I know, I know, I act the pure fool most of the time. No wonder you didn't mistake me for a man."


  She put her hand on his cheek and turned him to face her. "You know very well that's not true. Who did I want, who did I desperately need when I thought Marvel was dying? You. Only you, because you're strong and you're loving and you give of yourself to your friends, to the people you care about. And as far as you acting like a fool, I don't think so at all, I never have. You're clever and you're witty and you're fun to be with. You have a merry heart, and it doeth good like a medicine."


  "Yeah? Is that in the Bible?"


  "It is. It's in Proverbs, I can't remember the chapter and verse. We can look it up."


  "Yeah, I've been studying the Bible with Isaac Eames. Did we tell you that he's a preacher?"


  "No, I didn't know that. I've been very distracted lately," she sighed. "I haven't thought about anything but Marvel . . . and you. Do you know, George Masters had not once entered my mind all this time, until today. And then it was only because I was staring at you through my window like a starved she-wolf, comparing him to you. He came up very, very short."


  He squeezed her hand. "Jeanne, I have to ask you this. You—you aren't just angry with him, are you? I mean, because he left Memphis, because of the fever?"


  "I was angry with him, yes, and it hurt me extremely. At first. Now I'm relieved. You know, he's in love with me, I guess, and today I was thinking that my letter was going to hurt him terribly. But then I realized that if he really, truly loved me as a man should love his wife, or at least the woman he was considering making his wife, he never would have left me and Marvel behind in Memphis. So I think his pride may be hurt, yes, and maybe he will feel some loss. But not much, and not for long."


  "Good," Clint said cheerfully. "I don't want to talk about him any more. I want to talk about us. Me and you. Will you marry me?"


  Jeanne laughed, a silvery trilling sound that was delightful to hear. "You really don't sit still for a minute, do you? Yes, my love, I will marry you. But not now. Not soon."


  "Yes, I know," he said, now soberly. "I've talked to Isaac about everything. He's taught me about what it means to become a Christian. I talked to him about you, about how I love you so much, and I told him that you were going to marry George Masters. He kinda brushed that aside, for some reason. Anyway, he really drilled me about whether the love I had for you was true, and real, and godly. And it is, and I'm sure of that, I've prayed about it for hours and hours. When Isaac finally believed me, he told me that I should tell you. But then he went on to explain that brand-new Christians should spend some time to get to know their Lord before they get all taken up with getting married. I know you need time, Jeanne, and I know I need time. We can have a long engagement, as long as you say. But I had to ask you, I had to make sure. So—so we can be engaged? You'll be mine, really?"


  "I already am yours," she said simply. "I am honored that you love me and want me to be your wife, Clint. When it's time for us to marry, the Lord will let us know. Both of us."
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  THEY STAYED ANOTHER WEEK, until the One-Eyed Jack brought them the news that the yellow fever epidemic, which had never been officially announced, had been officially announced to be over. That week was the happiest time of Jeanne's life. She and Clint spent every possible moment together, with Marvel and the crew during the day, and by themselves after Marvel went to bed. They talked about everything under the sun, of their plans and their dreams and how they wanted to spend their lives together.


  The only thing they didn't talk about was Jeanne's marriage. "Please, Clint. I promise I'll tell you the whole sad, shabby story when we get back to Memphis. But right now, in this place, in this time, I want to be happy. I don't want to think of him, or talk about him."


  "That's fine, my love," he had said quietly. "I understand."


  One night they sat out on the dock, this time with Clint throwing rocks into a moonless river. "At least six more," he said airily, as they were discussing Marvel and Roberty, whom they decided to officially, legally adopt. "Three boys and three girls, please."


  "Six? Why not eight? An even dozen?" Jeanne said with mock outrage.


  "Yeah, I'd like that. I'll really, really be glad when we get to start working on it."


  "Clint? Shut up."


  He took Jeanne and Marvel to visit her parents' graves. The Eames had built a church at the back of one of their cotton fields, and Isaac was the pastor. In the cemetery next to it Mr. Eames was buried, and two Eames children that had been stillborn. Kurt and Constance Langer were buried side by side, with two simple wooden crosses marking their graves. On them Jeanne had directed the Scripture from the Song of Solomon: I am my beloved's, and my beloved is mine. Jeanne's mother had loved the Song, and when Jeanne got older she came to understand that it was how her mother felt about her father, and he about her. Jeanne learned that it was the perfect picture of Jesus as Husband to His Bride of Christ.


  Weeping softly, Jeanne whispered to Clint, "Now I know. It was a blessing from the Lord for them to die together. Neither of them would have wanted to live without the other."


  It was the first of September when the Helena Rose docked in Memphis. They had decided to go to Mütter Krause's to eat, and Jeanne was wearing her best dress, the pretty muslin with the flounced skirt and hoop skirt, and her lace parasol. As Jeanne and Clint went to the gangplank, arm in arm, she said, "It may be my imagination, but it already seems a little cooler, don't you think? I love autumn."


  "I love you," he said. "And autumn. Spring's fun. Winter, though, yes, I love—"


  Coming up the gangplank was a man that Clint didn't know. He was tall and slender, with sandy blond hair and pale blue eyes and a deeply tanned face. He was dressed in a black frock coat, red waistcoat, natty blue trousers, and a top hat set at a jaunty angle. Clint thought he might be a riverboat gambler, because he was flashy-looking, with a watch chain too large and ostentatious hanging from his vest button, and a flashing red ruby pinky ring.


  Jeanne had frozen beside him. Clint glanced at her. Her face had gone utterly pale, her eyes were wide and stark, and her hand on his arm was trembling.


  The man sauntered up to them, doffed his hat, and bowed deeply. "Hello, Jeanne. I've been looking for you for a long, long time. You're even more beautiful than I imagined."


  "M-Max?" she stuttered in a broken whisper. "Max? How . . . you . . . I thought . . . ?"


  "I know, but I'm alive," he said carelessly. Now he turned his cold gaze on Clint. "My name is Max Bettencourt. Whoever you are, I want you to take your hands off my wife."


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN
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  The oddest thing happened to Clint. He remembered his fight with Mike the Hammer, the one he had lost, and he remembered how he had felt when Mike's last blow had landed, because that was how he felt when he heard the man say "Max Bettencourt." He felt as if he'd been slammed in the gut with a sledgehammer, and that there was no air to breathe.


  His eyes narrowed to glaring iron-blue slits as he stared at Bettencourt, who met his gaze flippantly. Jeanne's arm slowly slipped away, and then he felt a tiny soft hand take his. He looked down, and Marvel was half-hidden behind him, holding his hand. She looked confused and scared.


  Bettencourt looked down at her and gave her a slick smile. "Hello, Marvel. You don't remember me, do you? I'm your father. You've grown into a very pretty little girl. You look a lot like me, bet she reminds you of me all the time, huh, Jeanne?"


  "No. She has never reminded me of you, Max. She's nothing like you," Jeanne said between gritted teeth. She had recovered from the initial shock of seeing her husband alive, and some of the color returned to her cheeks. "Why are you here, Max? What do you want?"


  "Those are stupid questions, Jeanne. I'm your husband."


  "I know that," she said helplessly. "But what do you want?"


  His eyes went to search the Helena Rose. He looked all around, up at the pilothouse, the Texas deck, the main deck, at Vince and Ezra and Roberty and Leo gathered behind Clint, Jeanne, and Marvel in a phalanx. "Nice boat. I hear you've been doing very well for yourself, Captain Jeanne, with this little moneymaker. That cute little outfit you're parading around in, I'll bet that cost a pretty penny." His eyes narrowed and he said deliberately, as if he were speaking to a backward child, "We have to talk, Jeanne. Now let's go on up to your cabin so we can be alone."


  "No!" Clint and Jeanne said in unison.


  Max's brow lowered. "I'm not talking to you, Hardin. You just keep your mouth shut. This is between me and Jeanne."


  "Thought you didn't know who I was," Clint said in a hard voice. "This boat is half mine. I'm not giving you permission to board her, now or ever. In fact, take yourself off my gangplank before I throw you in the river."


  "This is half Jeanne's boat," Max retorted. "And that means it's half mine. So I'm standing on our half of the gangplank."


  "No, that is my gangplank," Clint said, taking a threatening step toward him. "That other one that hasn't been lowered is Jeanne's. Now get off my gangplank."


  "Stop it," Jeanne said dully. "Clint, I have to talk to him, of course. And no, Max, you are not coming up to my cabin. So do you want to stand here and argue all day, or do you want to go somewhere so we can talk?"


  "This isn't the end of it, by far, Hardin," Max warned, grabbing Jeanne's hand and tucking it tight beneath his arm. "Don't wait up for her, lover boy." He turned and half-dragged Jeanne down the gangplank onto the wharf.


  Clint's vision was rimmed with crimson, and he took a step forward, intending to follow them, and that might have been very bad news for Max Bettencourt. But Vince stepped up in front of him and put his hands on Clint's shoulders. "Man, this is bad, and I know how you must be feeling, like you wanna kill something right now. But what's done is done, brother. We need to take care of the little one." He nodded toward Marvel.


  Clint's jaw tightened and he kept watching Max and Jeanne until they disappeared into the crowd on the docks. Then he took a deep breath, settled his face into a less tense expression, and turned to go down on one knee in front of Marvel and take her hands. "Hey, little girl. I know this is hard. But don't you worry, everything's going to be okay."


  Marvel was pale. Clint realized with a jolt that her facial features were those of Max Bettencourt's, except for her wide-spaced dark eyes. She had the same long thin nose, the same pointed chin, the same wide thin mouth. Her hair was like his, too. But he understood perfectly what Jeanne had said. Max's face was hard, as hard and bitter as a dark winter night. His blue eyes were cold, with no semblance of any emotion whatsoever. Even though he had sounded angry, he had looked utterly uncaring, as if he were dead. Marvel's sweetness showed in her face, her love, her purity, her innocence. She was nothing at all like her father.


  She asked, "So that really was my father? That awful, mean man?"


  "I guess so," Clint muttered.


  "So you can't marry Mama now?" Tears sprang into her eyes.


  Clint picked her up and held her close. She threw her arms around his neck and sobbed on his shoulder. "You know what?" he said softly. "Let's go pray. That always makes you feel better, doesn't it? I know it sure does me."


  But this time he wasn't so sure even prayer would help.
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  "IT IS SO RIDICULOUS for us to sit in a public place to discuss our future," Max said sarcastically. "You're going to have to do better than this, Jeanne."


  They had gone to Dooley's Confectionery, the shop that had had the famous chocolate castle in the window. When warm weather came it had disappeared, of course, replaced by watercolor signs advertising the candies and ice cream and the prices. Dooley's had done so well, particularly with the ladies, that he had opened up a little courtyard behind the shop, with wrought-iron tables with big umbrellas to shield the patrons from the hot southern sun. Even now Jeanne felt a pang as she recalled that she had gone with George Masters that day instead of coming here with Clint and Marvel and the crew.


  With an effort she made herself pay attention to Max. "Do better than what?" she asked.


  "I have no intention of having intimate discussions with my wife in a confectioner's shop. Right now I want to make this clear to you: what you own, I own. Tonight I'm moving onto the boat, into our cabin."


  "How dare you," Jeanne said between gritted teeth. "Did you actually think that you could just show up on my doorstep and we'd go back to being husband and wife? After everything you've done?"


  He shrugged carelessly. "So what if I did take the money? It was mine. And you've obviously done all right for yourself."


  "It was not your money, my father gave it to me! You left me penniless with a five-month-old baby! How Marvel and I managed to live is only by the grace of God. And it's none of your business how I'm doing. You've been dead to me for six years, Max! What do you expect?"


  "Hmm, well, I expected that my wife would at least ask me how I've been, what happened to me, why it seemed as if I were dead for six years."


  "I knew where you went, or have you forgotten that among all your women you did mention to me that you were going halfway across the world to the Afghan Empire. Under the circumstances, I assumed you had been killed."


  "I almost was, many times," he snarled. "And I was captured and taken prisoner, and tortured, Jeanne. You think I was off having a party in the Punjab? You have no idea of the tortures they've devised in that heathen part of the world!"


  "Oh, really? Just let me get this straight," Jeanne said calmly. "You went as a mercenary and joined the Khalsa, the Sikh Army, didn't you? Because Maharajah Ranjit Singh needed artillerymen, mercenary English and American artillerymen, to train his army."


  "Yes? So?"


  "So who, exactly, took you prisoner, Max? You were fighting for the Sikhs. Did the British East India Company capture you and torture you? What did they do, mess up your hair?"


  He grinned a shark's smile. "You always were sly in some ways, Jeanne. Stupid about men and their needs, but otherwise you're clever. Okay, so let's forget the past six years. It doesn't matter now anyway. What matters is that I am most certainly alive and you are my wife, and I am going to claim what's mine."


  "I'll never forget the past six years! In spite of the hardships Marvel and I have gone through, they've been very good years—without you! So I don't want you or need you now!"


  "Yeah, I've heard all about that too. Everyone on this river, and the Arkansas River, knows you and Hardin are living together on the boat. How convenient. I can see that you're so besotted with him that you wish I really were dead right now. But I'm not, Jeanne. I'm alive, and I am your husband, in the eyes of the law, and in the eyes of God, like you always preached at me. That's a fact and you're going to have to learn—again—to live with it. And to live with me, because I'm moving in with you tonight."


  "If you so much as set foot on that boat, I'll let Clint Hardin deal with you," Jeanne said evenly. "I'm warning you, Max. He will hurt you, and I won't be able to stop him, even if I wanted to."


  "Oh, really? But Jeanne, my dear, I thought you were supposed to be a Christian woman. At least, that's how you see yourself, and you put on a good act, so holy and pure, ask the Lord for this, pray for that. So you've prayed to God, and He told you to set your big mutt on me and beat me up?"


  "Stop it!" she cried, much too loudly. Two finely dressed ladies sitting nearby stared at her with disapproval. How did Max Bettencourt do this to her? He always made her feel ugly, inside and outside, and ashamed. He was so reprehensible, so cruel and heartless, how was it possible that she was always the one who felt guilty?


  He went on, "And what about Marvel? Are you going to deny me the right to see my own daughter? And have your river rats assault me, right in front of her, I presume, if I try? Where does it say that in your Bible, Jeanne? You should be ashamed of yourself, anyway, the way you're raising her. On a riverboat, with river rats as her only companions. And you living in sin on that boat with Clint Hardin."


  "I am not living with Clint Hardin!" Jeanne said, stung. "I've never had a man in my life, except for you!"


  "Ah, so there's nothing between you and him?" Max said knowingly.


  "I—I didn't say—it's none of your business!"


  "But it is my business," he said with a great show of patience. "You are my wife. Marvel is my daughter. You two are my only family." Then he leaned over, grabbed her arm and squeezed hard, and muttered in a spiteful undertone, "And I'm warning you, Jeanne. I have a legal right to anything and everything that you own. That's the law of Tennessee, believe me, I've already checked into it. So you'd better just call off your big mutt, because if he so much as lays a finger on me I'll have him arrested for assault."


  "You're hurting me," Jeanne hissed.


  "Yeah, I know," he said maliciously. With one last brutal squeeze he let go of her upper arm. "You were a stupid little girl, and now you're a stupid woman. You'd better think about this, Jeanne. You haven't got a chance of running me off. The law is on my side."


  Jeanne rubbed her arm and looked down, her cheeks flaming. This situation was so intolerable she felt nauseated. She remembered now, all too well, that in the last months before Max had left she found every second in his company, rare though it was, to be a nightmare of shame and crippling remorse. And she had no one to blame but herself. She had married him. She had wanted to marry him.


  Finally she looked back up at him defiantly. "You know, Max, you've made a lot of plans that you're going to have trouble carrying out. In the first place, if you try to board my boat, I will tell Clint, and Ezra, and Vince, to remove you forcibly. And as I said, you will get hurt, probably extremely hurt. Any one of those men will be all too happy to go to jail, probably just overnight, for beating you senseless. And in the second place, I will never consent to you claiming a husband's right to my property. If you think that's what you're going to do, you'll have to take me to court. If that's your choice, then fine. But until I get a decision by a judge, you cannot set foot on board the Helena Rose. As far as seeing Marvel, I'll have to think about that. Even if I do decide to let you see her, it will never be unless I'm with her, and not on the Helena Rose."


  "I can get the sheriff to escort me on board!" he blustered.


  "Not without a court order, he won't," Jeanne retorted.


  "You'd better not do this, Jeanne. I'm warning you, you're going to pay for it if you defy me," he said balefully. "And when that day comes, your payment is going to be a lot more than you bargained for." He jerked to his feet, overturning the small wrought-iron chair, and stalked out of the courtyard. Everyone stared at Jeanne, and she buried her face in her hands.


  No matter how unfair it was, she was once again the one who felt shame.
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  WHEN MAX BETTENCOURT LEFT Dooley's, he felt that he had made a grand exit. He'd left Jeanne sitting there like a cast-off whore, and she'd have to make her own way back to the boat alone. He considered waiting for her somewhere along the way, but decided against it. It was still several hours until dark and he had no intention of taking such a risk in broad daylight.


  He stopped at a dank, dark liquor store and bought the cheapest gallon of whiskey they had. A few blocks down was his hotel, a filthy flophouse that rented rooms by the half hour, the hour, or the night. Paying for another night, he went up the rickety stairs, almost choking from the stench of body odor, rotten fish, and urine. In his room he pulled the single chair up by the window and leaned his whole upper body out of it. Uncorking the whiskey, he took four harsh gurgling swallows from it. This hotel, which apparently had no other name than Rooms to Rent, had no such luxuries as glasses or sheets or even pitchers and washbowls. To wash up he had to go to the pump out back, which was right by the privy. It occurred to him that a pitcher and washbowl would cost less than the whiskey, but cursing silently he decided to use one of the empty gallon jugs—there were two of them in the room, the idea that this place had any maids to clean up was farcical—to fetch water for washing. He couldn't afford a pitcher and washbowl. His lip curled in a snarl, thinking that Jeanne had backed him against the wall, telling him that he'd have to take her to court. Lawyers cost money, and Max Bettencourt's money was almost gone.


  He cursed Jeanne in his mind, over and over again. Though she had always been a little spitfire, he had always been able to manipulate her, in fact, to bully her. She had grown much less vulnerable; in fact, it had been an extremely unpleasant shock to him that she so strongly and openly defied him. And she had that big bruiser Clint Hardin to defend her. But he wouldn't stay by her side and protect her all the time, Max thought confidently. He had heard on the river that Hardin was quite the ladies' man. To Max that meant that Hardin was like him. Oh, yes, soon enough Hardin would be out chasing whores. No matter what Max said, he knew that Jeanne would never take a lover, she really was way too holier-than-thou religious. Hardin had needs, like any man, and he wouldn't be finding them satisfied by prudish Jeanne Bettencourt. All he had to do was watch for his opportunity.


  There was only one thing that Max liked about this room. The hotel was on Front Street, the waterfront that ran right along the river. Sandwiched between a beef warehouse and an icehouse, the only windows were on the front of the hotel. His window looked right over the river, the northern part of the docks, in fact. He got up and got his field glasses and settled back down in his chair. They were sensitive, and it took him a few moments to adjust them, but finally they were in such good focus that he could read the letters on the side of the boat: Helena Rose.
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  JEANNE'S RETURN TO THE Helena Rose was slow and torturous. She walked as slowly as she had ever done, feeling barely able to drag one foot in front of the other. Still, she went several blocks out of her way, walking in circles for a couple of hours. She had to think.


  But her mind wasn't working properly; her thoughts were incoherent. All she could do was cry out to the Lord. What am I going to do? Oh, my God, my loving Father God, whatever can I do? I can't stand the thought of him anywhere near Marvel! An abominable picture of Max Bettencourt picking up Marvel and holding her as she and Clint did, loomed up in her mind. She stopped dead and bent over, clutching her stomach. She actually thought that she was going to vomit.


  But the picture faded and she kept on her dogged way. Eventually her mind cleared somewhat, though her thoughts were as painful as if she were being stabbed. I am his wife, and he is Marvel's father. But I will never, never live with him. And I don't care what the law says or even whether it's right or wrong . . . no, I know it's right. That man shouldn't have any part of Marvel's life. If I have to, Marvel and I will run away. Thank you, God, that I have the money! And he'll never find me again!


  Sudden hot tears stung her eyes, and she stifled a sob. Oh, Clint, Clint, my lost love! What have I done to us! I thought it was unbearable before, my regret at marrying him, but now, how can we stand this pain, this sorrow? Not together. If I have to run away, it will be from you, too, my beloved . . .


  She had almost reached the Helena Rose, so she dashed the tears away from her eyes and scrubbed her face with her handkerchief. They were all sitting outside, on the main deck, in the deck chaises. Marvel was sitting in Clint's lap, resting her head against his shoulder. He was caressing her hair, smoothing it back over and over again.


  When they saw her, they all jumped up and met her at the gangplank. She said, "All of you, please, go ahead and sit back down. Ezra, will you bring me a chair? Here, Marvel, my darling, come sit with me."


  They all got seated except for Clint, who stood and paced. His tanned face was tense, his jaw hardened, his eyes dark and foreboding.


  "I suppose there's no way to explain this except just to say it," Jeanne said quietly. "I met Max Bettencourt when I was sixteen years old, and I fell in love with him. Or at least I thought I did, now I don't think what I felt had anything whatsoever to do with true love. He was older, he was handsome, he was dashing, a captain of artillery in the army, stationed at Fort Smith. My parents were horrified that at sixteen I wanted to get married, and they made me promise to wait at least a year. And so we did, and when I turned seventeen we married. Max's term of enlistment had expired, and so he resigned from the army. We moved to Memphis, and he got a job at the Victory Ironworks, making cannons and ammunition. He was quickly promoted to supervisor of the light arms division, and there he learned how to make handguns and rifles. He was all right, for a while . . . but . . ." She choked back tears. Marvel started crying.


  Clint said, "Jeanne, you don't have to explain yourself to us. I don't even think you have to explain it all in detail to Marvel. When she's older she'll need to understand, but please, right now just tell us whatever you feel you need to. If that's anything at all."


  Jeanne sighed, a mournful sound. "I don't, I hate talking about him. I'm sorry, Marvel, so sorry for everything. If you all would bear with me, maybe later I can explain it better to all of you. For now, you need to know that Max is going to claim that since he is my husband, he co-owns my half of the Helena Rose. I've told him that he's going to have to take me to court to settle this, and I guess he will, because it's true, in this state a husband does legally own everything that his wife owns, and he'll certainly win. Anyway, I told him that for now he's forbidden to come onto the boat. And to that he said that if any of you try to physically stop him, he'll have you arrested for assault."


  "Assault? That's way too nice a word for what I'd do to that vermin if he tries to come on board this boat," Clint growled. "Unfortunately, however, I know that he won't give me the chance. I don't know him, but I don't have to, all I need to know is that he deserted you and Marvel. So he's a coward. He wouldn't even have the guts to face down Roberty."


  "If I had to fetch the stepladder I would, so I could punch him in the nose," Roberty said stoutly.


  "You would really?" Marvel said, sniffing and looking fascinated. "Mama, could we watch?"


  Somehow Jeanne managed a ragged smile. "I hate to say it but I wish we could. But I think you're right, Clint. He may come here again, but he won't dare try to come on board. Now, if you all would excuse me, I want to go up to my cabin and wash up. Marvel? Why don't you and Roberty go get us some fresh water for the cabin, okay? I'll be up in a minute."


  They all left, except Clint. He stood by the railing, staring out over the river, a dark brooding look on his face. Jeanne came to stand by him but didn't touch him. "He is my husband. Lawfully, and as he so carefully reminded me, in the sight of God."


  "That is the biggest travesty I've ever heard of," Clint said heatedly. "Jeanne, that man is a swine. He shouldn't be able to raise his eyes to look at you. I can't—I won't—"


  He grabbed her and tried to pull her to him, but she quickly pushed him away. "Clint, you know that this is the end. This is the end of us. I know that God has forgiven me for marrying him, but sin has consequences in this world. I married him. I'm his wife. I'll never live with him, I'll never let him so much as touch me. But it would be wrong, very wrong of me to have a relationship with you now. You see that, don't you?" She fought back the tears, but she couldn't control her grief. It was as if she was dreadfully wounded, and with each word she spoke that wound was agonizingly opened again and again. She bent her head and blindly felt for the railing as she sobbed.


  Clint reached for her again, but then he slowly dropped his hands and turned again to look out over the river. "I'll never love anyone but you, Jeanne. I don't know why the Lord allowed this to happen to us. I prayed so much, and searched my heart, and I knew, I knew that He meant for us to be together, that we are bound together as surely as Adam and Eve were. And I'm going to hold to that. One day I believe we'll be man and wife, Jeanne. Already I know that I will love and honor you, from this day forward, forever."


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY
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  "I'm not very hungry," Marvel said. It was breakfast, and Ezra had made her favorite food these days, rice flummery. She had eaten one spoonful and then just fidgeted with the cold pudding.


  Jeanne sighed. Instead of joining the crew in the galley, she had asked Roberty to bring them breakfast and coffee. "I know, darling," she said. "Is there anything at all that you can think of you could eat? You were a very sick little girl, and you still haven't gotten all the peaches in your cheeks back."


  Marvel puckishly reached up and pinched her cheeks, as women did instead of wearing wicked rouge. "Is that better?" she asked, smiling a little. "Roberty says it's funny that Mr. Clint says we have peachy cheeks instead of rosy cheeks. Hmm . . . do we have any peaches?"


  "I don't think so, but if we don't I know Roberty would be glad to go get us some," Jeanne said, rising. "I'll go tell him and I'll be right back." She returned in a few minutes.


  Marvel was clearing the dishes, and Jeanne said, "Never mind that right now, Marvel. Come sit with me, I want to talk to you."


  They went to their armchairs and Marvel pulled up her knees and wrapped her skinny arms around them. "It's about my father, isn't it," she said in a low voice.


  "Yes, it is. I've thought so much about it, and prayed about it, and I know I have to explain some things about him," Jeanne said quietly. "When I met him, he wasn't like—like what you saw yesterday. He wasn't a mean man. He laughed a lot, and he made me laugh. He was very nice to me back then. He told me, so often, how much he loved me.


  "I was only sixteen years old. I know it's hard for you, Marvel, because I know that at your age all adults just seem old. But I want you to think of Dorie Eames. You remember her, don't you?" Dorie was one of Widow Eames' many grandchildren, a bright, perky sixteen-year-old girl.


  "Yes, I remember her. She was nice. She made a daisy chain for me, and then put yellow roses in my hair and teased me about having yellow roses instead of yellow fever," Marvel said with a child's amusement. "I think I see what you mean, Mama. She's not a little girl like me but she's not like you, either."


  "I would say that she's closer to being an innocent child like you. And that's how I was, when I met your father. He was a soldier, and he was tall and handsome and so dashing in his uniform and with his sword. He was eight years older than I was, and he seemed like all anyone would want in a husband. Your grandfather made us wait for a year before we could get married, but Max wanted to marry me as much as I wanted to marry him, so we waited."


  Jeanne hesitated, for she knew very well now that the only reason Max had married her was because that was the only way he could seduce her. It was the thrill of the chase, of getting something that he couldn't have. It wasn't long after their wedding that she had seen that marriage vows meant little to him, and that once he had conquered her he cared nothing for her. He had still claimed his husbandly rights as far as the marriage bed, and Jeanne, who believed that she must be a dutiful wife, allowed him to without complaint. At least, she was submissive until she got pregnant, and then she began to refuse him. That was when he had started flaunting all his other women, throwing them in her face. He had never forced her, however. Back then he wasn't a violent man, but Jeanne had seen the brutality in him clearly yesterday. Her arm was bruised where he had grabbed her. Max Bettencourt had changed, and not for the better.


  "So you loved each other," Marvel murmured.


  "I know now that your father never did love me," Jeanne said firmly. "And this is the main thing that I want you to try to understand, Marvel. I thought that I loved him, and maybe I did. But it was wrong from the beginning. It was a sin for me to marry him, because I never asked the Lord if he was the right man for me. I guess I knew, deep down, that he wasn't, because he wasn't a Christian man, and the Lord teaches us that it's not wise at all, and it doesn't please Him, if a person that has been saved by the Lord Jesus Christ marries a person that doesn't know Him. And so I think that's why I didn't dare ask the Lord to bless our marriage. I just went ahead and married Max anyway."


  "You make it sound like it's all your fault, Mama," Marvel said unhappily. "But you're a nice lady, and a good mother, and you love Jesus. It wasn't all your fault."


  "No, but it was my sin, and now, it seems, I must bear the consequences of that sin. But listen to me, Marvel. Even though I made such a terrible mistake, and was so wrong, the Lord forgave me. He even made something good, something wonderful, out of the mess I'd made of my life."


  "Huh? What, Mama?"


  "You. You are the best thing that ever happened to me, Marvel. I thank the Blessed Lord for you every single day. And He is faithful and true, and He'll take care of us, always."


  They hugged, and Jeanne said, "Why don't you and Roberty come up here and we'll do your lessons in the cabin today?"
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  JEANNE TRIED VERY HARD, but she was unable to concentrate on much of anything. She longed to be with Clint, to let him hold her and comfort her, to feel his strength, to know his love. But she couldn't do that any more, and she had a hard time maintaining a pleasant demeanor for Marvel. All she really wanted to do was crawl in bed, pull the covers over her head, and cry.


  She kept going to the windows, watching the docks, expecting Max to show up any moment. Upon reflection, she was fairly certain that Clint was right, that Max wouldn't risk a direct confrontation, a physical confrontation, with Clint. But she thought that he very likely would come to demand to see Marvel. Or she thought that he might very well show up with a deputy sheriff to escort him on board. Jeanne had been bluffing about that yesterday; she really had no idea about the actual legal ramifications of the situation. All she did know for certain was that in Tennessee a man owned his wife as surely as he owned a slave, and all of her property was considered to be equally his.


  She nagged and worried herself half to death all day long. Finally, at about four o'clock in the afternoon, she went down to the engine room to talk to Clint. "I can't stand this much longer," she said desperately. "Yesterday I just wished he would go away, and now I wish he would come here so I would know what he's going to do."


  "Why are you sitting here waiting for him?" Clint said brusquely. "I don't care what he says, he's got nothing to do with the Helena Rose. Not unless a court of law decrees it, and there's no law that says you have to sit here and wait for a summons that may never come."


  "But what should I do? I can't just pretended that yesterday never happened."


  "I know that, Jeanne, my love," he said softly. "But we can still live our lives, he can't take that away from us. What were we going to do when he popped up in front of us yesterday?"


  "We were going to contact the postmaster and our shippers and see what we needed to do to start moving freight again," Jeanne said slowly. That seemed like ages ago.


  "So, let's contact the postmaster and our shippers and get some freight and go to work," Clint said steadily.


  "But it's late afternoon already."


  "Right now that doesn't matter. I know you've seen the docks today. The cotton's coming in. Every business, whether it has to do with cotton or not, is busy. We'll have plenty of time to go see the postmaster, and telegraph all of our shippers. Even if there's some problem with our regulars, we can haul all the cotton we could stuff into this old girl."


  "Yes. You're right, of course. But I don't really want to go into town, Clint, not today."


  "Don't you worry about a thing, little lady," he drawled. "Vinnie and I can take care of it. You're not worried about staying here by yourself?"


  "No, I think you were right yesterday," Jeanne answered. "Max is a coward, and he wouldn't dare chance having to face you. I imagine he's talking to some slick lawyer right now. Anyway, I'll put the stepladder out on deck. That way, if he shows up, Roberty can climb it and punch him in the nose."
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  MAX BETTENCOURT WAS WATCHING, and he saw Clint and Vince leave the Helena Rose. He knew it, he knew that real men wouldn't stay cooped up on a riverboat babysitting a do-gooder nagging woman and a little kid when they were in a port town with plenty of saloons and brothels. He tried to watch where they went, but it was impossible. All four lanes that led down to the riverfront, and the docks themselves, had been crowded all day long with endless lines of carts and wagons bringing cotton to the waiting steamboats. Hundreds of slaves, roustabouts, shippers, clerks, errand boys, and riverboat crews jostled together in huge crowds. There were passengers, too, for there were a couple of the big luxurious passenger riverboats docked in Memphis. Max had particularly noted the grandiose Lady Vandivere, and had spent some of his day planning the trip he would take back to New Orleans on it, after he'd gotten Jeanne's money and had sold her boat.


  When he'd left New Orleans, he'd been sick of Sin City, mainly because he'd been in the hospital for three days. He had almost died from alcohol poisoning. The doctor attending him had said sarcastically, "Mr. Bettencourt, if you aspire to be a drunkard, you're going to have to start more slowly. Drink a little all day long. Don't worry, before long you can drink gallons of the swill and it won't kill you."


  The doctor didn't know that Max had gone almost six long years without a drink. The Sikhs didn't allow alcoholic beverages in their country. When Max first arrived he'd thought that if he had known that, he wouldn't have come, even though the money was good. Soon, however, he had gone native and chewed khat as practically everyone did in the Afghan Empire, men, women, and children alike. It gave one a supremely euphoric feeling, and also imparted a burst of energy. It had the added effect of making men aggressive, and they all chewed huge mouthfuls of the leaves before they went into battle. When Max had fled Afghanistan, he had only brought with him a small amount of khat that was gone after a few days on the ship. He'd had trouble finding any stimulant to replace it, until he had finally settled on laudanum and whiskey. The laudanum gave him a dreamy feeling of well-being, and the whiskey, once he drank enough of it, made him feel strong and tough.


  As for women, as in any place where men lived, there were prostitutes. They were dark-skinned, exotic, dressed in exciting filmy veils and scarves and golden bangles. The Sikh culture regarded prostitution as a criminal offense, punishable on the first offense by cutting off the hands; if any woman was convicted of a second offense, her feet were cut off; and although it was unheard of, on a third offense they were beheaded. Consequently, the prostitutes were very exclusive, always beautiful women, skilled and eager to please—and outrageously expensive. But to Max they were the most alluring women in the world, and he loved them only a little more than he loved guns. He had spent all of his money on prostitutes and arms and fine clothing, and he would have been glad to live out his life in Kashmir. But the Sikhs had lost the war, and he had been forced to flee.


  The British mercenaries that had been captured by the British Army had been hung as traitors. Max didn't know what they might do with Americans, and he didn't wait to find out. He stained his skin with walnut juice, killed an old man who lived alone, and took his clothing and the ruby ring that he wore. He went to the docks dressed as a Sikh with the dulband, a long black scarf wrapped around his head, and the kirpan, the short curved ceremonial sword strapped to his waist. He traveled under the name of Arjan Bhuppal, a fig merchant.


  It was late afternoon, a blazing day that promised a late sunset. Max told himself that he wanted a couple, or three or four, more whiskeys before he went to the Helena Rose. It never quite came up to his conscious mind that he was waiting for the dark. What he was planning to do was night work. So he took a sip of laudanum and kicked back, the jug of whiskey on the floor beside him, and started rolling a cigarette. He had plenty of time.
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  JEANNE STOOD AT THE window, watching the docks. Even an hour after sunset, they were still a hive of activity. During cotton season, they often loaded steamers all night long. The marine service set up torches all along the warehouses and shipping offices on Front Street, down the avenues to the riverfront, and all along the docks. The roustabouts worked overtime. In September and October they earned more in one day than in five regular days shipping. All along Front Street, the first street of Memphis high on the bluff, every warehouse and office had lanterns in every window. The figures of men and horses and carts going in and out of them looked like little beetles to Jeanne.


  She turned to watch Marvel. She sat on the floor in front of her dollhouse. It had taken both Clint and Vince to move the dollhouse from the main cargo deck up to the cabin, because by the time they had finished it, it had turned into an ornate house, four feet wide and six feet tall, with a steeply pitched roof painted red, and a high chimney made of small stones glued together.


  The dollhouse had two stories and six rooms. The first floor had a parlor on one side, with two settees and a sofa, four little tables, and a fireplace with tiny sticks of wood stacked in it. Ezra had even sewed cushions for the settees and sofa, made out of one of Clint's old blue flannel shirts. Jeanne sighed at the poignant sight. Even the simplest reminder of him made her think of how much she loved him.


  In the dollhouse, across the hall from the parlor, was the dining room with a table and two chairs, and at the back of the room was the kitchen. Ezra had actually made little cabinets with doors that opened, and Clint had made a little step stove, just like the one in the galley, painted black, with a real piece of curved pipe that went into the wall. Upstairs both Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria had their bedrooms and each had their own sitting rooms. Marvel was enchanted with the dollhouse, and could sit and play for hours with her dolls. Now Jeanne heard her whisper, "Mrs. Topp, may I serve you tea in my sitting room this evening?" And in a different tone, "Why, yes, Avaymaria, I'd be delighted."


  Jeanne felt herself grow more peaceful and relaxed than she had been all day long, watching Marvel. There had been no sign of Max Bettencourt, and no sheriff. Maybe Max had just left Memphis when he realized that he had much more to deal with than just bullying his wife.


  Marvel was saying, "Perhaps, Mrs. Topp, we may ask our butler Ezra to make us a rice flummery. I do love rice flummery so." Jeanne smiled at Marvel's endearing imitations of adult conversation.


  The door opened, and as quick as a snake, Max Bettencourt stepped in and locked the door behind him, and pocketed the key. Jeanne never locked her door, so the key was simply left in the keyhole. "Hello, Wife," he said, casually leaning against the door. "Hello, Daughter."


  Jeanne and Marvel froze, then Marvel scrambled to her feet, her eyes as wide as silver dollars. Jeanne ran to stand protectively in front of her. "What are you doing here? Get out!"


  "No." He walked over to her desk and opened the drawers. "I know you, Jeanne, I know you've got some money around here. You're just like a little mama rat, always stashing money somewhere in your little nest."


  He was slurring his words, his face was a flushed, and his gait was unsteady. Jeanne realized he was drunk. She had given her last dollar to Roberty that morning for peaches. At the time she thought that she should go to the bank and get more cash, for she always kept some on hand. But she didn't go into town, and now she bitterly regretted it, for she thought that if she could give Max some money he might go away. "I don't have any money in here, Max," she said defiantly. "You're always telling me how stupid I am, but I'm not stupid enough to keep cash here."


  His head wavering a little, he turned to stare at her. "Quit lying to me. I know you got some pocket money, some working money somewhere. Where is it?"


  "Clint keeps a little money for things for the boat. Why don't you ask him for some?" Jeanne retorted. "Now get out of here and leave us alone!"


  He spit out, "I'm not going anywhere. I warned you, Jeanne, I'm your husband and what's yours is mine. In fact, you are mine. You're my wife and before I'm through you're going to remember that." He stalked over to her, reached around, and grabbed Marvel's arm. "C'mon, you little brat. Get out. And don't you go whining to that old man or the little boy, or they're going to get hurt, you get me, kid?" He hauled her to the door, opened it, and shoved her outside. Then slowly, leering at Jeanne, he locked the door again. "So, you gonna get in that bed or you want me to drag you?"


  Jeanne started backing up, and he rushed her. She tried to push him away, but he brutally backhanded her, knocking her to the floor. He reached down, grabbed her shoulder, pulled her up, and shoved her hard toward the bed, tearing her blouse almost completely off her. One final push, and she sprawled across the bed. Finally she came to her senses and started screaming, "No! Get off me, take your filthy—"


  The door burst open, completely off the hinges. Clint charged in like a maddened bull. Max Bettencourt's eyes bulged, and he reached in his trouser pocket for his .22 derringer. He managed to pull it out and point it, but he was fumbling, and it was too late. Clint reached him and grabbed his arm to wrench it down. They grappled for a few seconds, and then the gun went off.


  Bettencourt flinched, then reeled backwards. Clint made a whipping motion, and ended up with the small gun in his hand, a wisp of smoke rising from one of the barrels. With the other hand he reached for Bettencourt's neck, but Max shrieked, "You shot me! You've killed me!" He fell back across the bed, and quickly Clint looked around to see Jeanne standing across the room, holding Marvel in front of her. Vince and Ezra were standing at the door.


  Clint bent over Bettencourt. A lurid red stain was spreading on the left side of his white shirt. Clint tore his shirt open. "Quit crying like a baby, you little weasel. You shot your own idiot self in the shoulder. Get up. Get up!"


  He grabbed Max by the back of the collar and hauled him to his feet. "I'm going to bleed to death!" Max yelled, and then started alternately cursing and moaning. Clint pulled him out into the hall, with Ezra and Vince following him. Roberty and Leo were out in the hall. Leo pushed in front of Roberty, every hackle raised, his eyes glowing a baleful yellow, snarling and foaming as soon as Max was propelled through the door.


  Clint half-pushed, half-carried Bettencourt down the stairs, across the deck, and down the gangplank. He pushed Max down into the filthy Mississippi River mud, and Max writhed like a beaten dog at his feet, howling. Clint looked down; he was still holding the gun, and with a quick movement he turned and threw it out into the river. Then he growled to Max, "If you ever touch her again, I will kill you and throw you in that river, just like I did your little girlie gun. There's no one on this earth that would miss you, Bettencourt. Now get out of my sight!"


  Clint bounded up the steps back to Jeanne's cabin. Jeanne was sitting in one of the armchairs, with Marvel on her lap. Jeanne clutched Marvel close, but her eyes were unfocused and filled with horror. Clint knelt by the chair and tried to take Jeanne's hand that was clasped around Marvel's waist. He couldn't pry it loose, and it was cold and trembling. He looked closer at Jeanne and saw an angry red mark across the ride side of her face, and her lip was bleeding. He went down to the galley and saw Ezra there, already chipping ice and placing it in a muslin cloth, thickly folded with many layers. Clint said harshly, "Where's the brandy?"


  "Got it right here," he answered, reaching into his trouser pocket and handing Clint the small brown bottle. Clint grabbed a glass, rushed back to Jeanne, and poured three fingers of alcohol. Jeanne was still staring into space, and now Clint could see that her face and lips were beginning to swell. Anger, dark and vicious, rose in him again, but he swatted it away and said, "Jeanne? Jeanne, listen to me. Drink this. Drink it right now."


  She started, then stared up at him. Her hand shaking as if she were palsied, she took the glass and sipped, then took a bigger mouthful and shuddered convulsively when she swallowed.


  Marvel's face was buried in Jeanne's shoulder, and she was sobbing fitfully. Clint knelt by them again and started stroking her hair. "It's all right, little girl, it's all right. Jeanne, you're going to be okay. He's gone, and I promise you he's never coming back." He went on talking soothingly and quietly to both of them, lightly putting his arms around them, encircling them protectively.


  Ezra came back with a bowl full of ice chips and a small yellow bottle. He wet the muslin cloth with it, muttering to Clint, "Witch hazel. Silly skeery name, but hit's good fer bruises." Gently he patted the ice pack to the corner of Jeanne's mouth and then placed it against her cheek and held it there. Jeanne seemed not to notice.


  Finally, bit by bit the frightening blank shocked look went away from Jeanne's face, and she relaxed. She reached up to hold the ice pack herself and murmured, "Thank you, Ezra."


  Slowly Marvel's sobs stopped, until she was hiccupping. She sat up and looked around the room mournfully, as if to make sure where she was. Clint kissed her on the cheek and whispered, "Angel girl, don't be scared any more. I promise you that from now on I'm going to make sure nothing like this ever happens again. Okay?"


  "Okay," she said weakly.


  Clint stood up and for the first time paid attention to the room. Roberty knelt next to Leo by the sagging door, his arms around the dog's neck, tears streaming down his face. Vince stood helplessly by Jeanne's chair, swallowing convulsively, his expression a mix of anger and regret. Ezra was preparing another cloth, soaking it in witch hazel.


  Clint said, "Vince. Vinnie! Take care of that door. Roberty, I need you to go make some nice hot cocoa for Marvel. Ezra . . ." He pointed. There was a bloodstain on Jeanne's bed, and a trail of blood smears out the door.


  Vince, Ezra, and Roberty all hurried out. Clint held out the glass of brandy to Jeanne. "My sweet love, drink the rest of this, please. You—you scared me. This will help, I promise."


  "All right," she said, and took the glass.


  Clint watched her take a sip, and then she looked up at him and tried to smile. Clint said in a deep voice, "Jeanne, I love you, and I'm so sorry. Marvel, I love you, and I'm so sorry."


  Then he turned and went to the bed. He grabbed the far side of the mattress and folded it up double, then walked out the door with mattress, sheets, quilt, pillows, and all. He took it down to the main cargo deck and laid it out at the muddy riverside. Later he would burn it all.


  He went back upstairs, went into his room, and got clean sheets, a blanket, both of his pillows, a light cotton blanket, and picked up his mattress. Returning to Jeanne's room, he made up their bed. "This is mine, I hope you two don't mind. Tomorrow I'll go get you all new things."


  "It's fine," Jeanne said, her voice stronger. "Thank you."


  Ezra was down on the floor, with a bucket next to him that smelled the faint chemical odor of boracic acid. He was scrubbing the bloodstains with a brush and mopping up the excess water with a rag, muttering darkly to himself.


  Vince was already working on the door. Clint stocked the boat with an extra of everything: pipes, fittings, nails, screws, bolts, all kinds of tools, and even such things as window fasteners and hinges and extra doorknobs and locks. When Clint hit the door with his shoulder, it had bent the hinges and the doorplate was shattered. Clint went to help him.


  Roberty came in with Marvel's cocoa. She took a sip of it and smiled tremulously at him. "Not too hot. Thank you, Rob."


  "Welcome, Marv," he said affectionately. Then he went and joined Ezra, down on his knees scrubbing.


  After about half an hour Clint and Vince had the door repaired and the new doorknob and lock replaced. Clint put the new key into the lock and said, "Keep it locked from now on, Jeanne. I swear to you that he's never coming back. But it'll make you feel safer."


  Jeanne murmured, "Clint? Clint, do you think—is he—"


  "He's not dead," Clint rasped. "Unfortunately. I saw where the bullet hit him, I honestly did, Jeanne. His shoulder's probably all busted up, but he's going to be fine. Now I'm going to help Ezra and Roberty. You two just sit here and relax. Jeanne, another little shot of that brandy wouldn't hurt you a bit, you're still as pale as a ghost."


  He went out to help them, for Vince was already starting on one of the steps, where Roberty and Ezra were scrubbing. "Thet varmint's blood must be thinner'n water, he's done made a mess ever step of his sorry way," Ezra grunted.


  "Rotgut thins your blood," Clint said with disgust. "I'm surprised his wasn't whiskey-colored."


  Ezra was right, there were blood spatters on almost every step, across the cargo deck, and down the gangplank. Clint did catch himself glancing at where he'd thrown him down, for it was a lot of blood. But of course, he'd seen when he threw out the mattress that Bettencourt was gone. Clint said, "Roberty, I need you to do a favor for me. Go burn that mattress and all of that stuff. You've scrubbed enough, I'll take over."


  With a look of fierce joy on his face, Roberty said, "Yes, sir!" and hurried into the engine room to get coal oil and matches.


  They had been working for about an hour when four shadowy men appeared at the gangplank. Three of them hung back, while one came forward into the lantern-lit deck. Vince, Ezra, and Clint were all down on their hands and knees, scrubbing. When Clint saw him, he slowly got to his feet.


  He was a tall, rangy man with a slouch hat shading his features. He was dressed in dark clothing. Around his waist was a cartridge belt lined with bullets, and at his side was a holster with the handle of a six-gun sticking out of it. A five-pointed silver star was on his chest. He looked up at Clint. "Are you Clint Hardin?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "I'm Deputy Sheriff Elias Fields. Clint Hardin, I'm placing you under arrest for the attempted murder of Max Bettencourt."


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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  Jeanne spent a completely sleepless night. She couldn't even bring herself to get into her nightclothes, she just threw herself down on the bed beside Marvel and laid there in misery, the side of her face pounding and her lips stinging. The sheriff had told them that no one could go to the jail with Clint, and that he would be arraigned at nine o'clock in the morning. The only sensible thing Jeanne did that eternal dark night was to decide to go to Nathaniel Deshler's office and try to retain him for Clint's defense. She didn't have any idea if he even practiced criminal law, but she knew that he would help her and Clint. If he couldn't take the case, she was confident that he would know a good lawyer that would.


  Just as dawn was breaking Jeanne got up and decided to go to the galley and make herself some coffee. Ezra, Vince, and Roberty were already up, with coffee and tea already made and breakfast almost finished. She sat down wearily on one of the stools, with Leo's head in her lap, and allowed them to wait on her. After a cup of good strong coffee she felt her mind clear somewhat, and was able to eat the fluffy cheese omelet that Ezra had made for her. "I'm going to Nathaniel Deshler's office first thing," she told them. "I don't even know what time his office opens, but I'm going to leave at seven o'clock just in case."


  "Miss Jeanne, please allow me to accompany you," Vince said formally. "Clint's like a brother to me, he has been all of our lives. I want to do something to help him."


  "I would appreciate your company very much, Vince," Jeanne said warmly. "As far as I'm concerned, we're all like family."


  "Miss Jeanne," Ezra said with some difficulty, "I cain't tell you how sorry I am this has happened to you. I'd give anything if I woulda knowed that maggot was aboard. I'm telling you I woulda shot him dead and niver been sorry for it."


  All of them had been giving her appalled looks; when Roberty first saw her, tears had come into his eyes though he had quickly dashed them away. Jeanne hadn't looked in the mirror and she realized now that her injuries must be very shocking. She said quietly, "I know that all of you feel guilty. But don't. I certainly don't, and Clint is completely guiltless too. I know—knew Max, and it never occurred to me that he would do something like this. He is the only one who should feel guilty. And—and—" she lightly touched her face, "it looks worse than it feels, I assure you." She rose and said, "Would you heat me some water, Ezra? And when that's ready, please bring Marvel some breakfast."


  Jeanne felt better after taking a nice warm bath. Already the morning was like early autumn, cool and damp. She decided to wear her dark blue skirt and black winter shawl with a sky-blue bonnet she had bought, trimmed with black silk rosettes and jetbeads. Now she was glad of the bonnet's deep brim that hid her bruised face.


  As she and Vince were leaving the Helena Rose, Jeanne was bemused to see Nathaniel Deshler just arriving at the gangplank. He looked as trim and dapper as always, his mustache and beard short and perfectly trimmed, in a gray striped frock coat and maroon waistcoat. He came forward to bow to Jeanne. "Mrs. Bettencourt, how glad I am that I managed to get here early enough to catch you. Good morning, ma'am."


  "Good morning, Mr. Deshler," Jeanne managed to say. "Vince, I have the honor of introducing you to Mr. Nathaniel Deshler, Esquire. Mr. Deshler, this is my friend, Vincent Norville."


  They exchanged handshakes and Jeanne said, "Mr. Deshler, I'm so surprised to see you. Vince and I were just on our way to your office."


  "Good," he said, eyeing Jeanne's face with narrowed, sharp gray eyes. "I assume it was to engage my services, and that is exactly why I'm here, to offer them. I consider it an honor to act as Mr. Hardin's defense attorney."


  The three of them went up to Jeanne's cabin, and Roberty brought them coffee and tea. "Ah, I do love black tea," Deshler said with satisfaction. "Now, I know you're wondering how it is that I'm here. As it happens, Sheriff John Latimore is a close friend of mine. The sheriff's office works very closely with my firm. We get the notices of arrest every morning. When I saw that Mr. Hardin had been arrested, I immediately went to the jail and offered my services. I'm glad to say that he engaged me."


  "I was going to ask you," Jeanne said. "But I was under the impression that you weren't exactly a criminal lawyer."


  He gave her a small neat smile. "I rarely take any criminal clients any more. But I made an exception in this case, since I am acquainted with Mr. Hardin and with you, Mrs. Bettencourt. And please don't worry. Even though it's been many years since I've defended a client with these charges, I assure you I will do my utmost to defend Mr. Hardin. I'm actually a very good lawyer."


  "Clint knew that for sure," Vince said firmly. "He told me all about you, Mr. Deshler. He had you checked out up, down, and around when this thing with the Helena Rose came up, and he said you've got a fine reputation as a smart, honest man. So what exactly are the charges against him?"


  "Assault and battery of Maxwell Bettencourt, and the attempted murder of Maxwell Bettencourt."


  "That's tripe!" Vince said heatedly. "That swine was assaulting Jeanne! Clint was only protecting her, and Bettencourt pulled a gun on him and it went off before Clint could take it away from him!"


  "I know that, sir," Deshler said quietly. Then he turned his intense gaze on Jeanne. "I can tell you now, Mrs. Bettencourt, that you could very easily have Max Bettencourt charged with assault and battery. The evidence is plain to see."


  Jeanne considered for long moments. "I—he is my husband, Mr. Deshler. Would it make any difference if I did charge him? Would it help Clint at all?"


  Deshler looked pained. "I'm sorry to say, ma'am, that even if he is found guilty, the only punishment he is likely to receive would be a token fine. As far as it helping Mr. Hardin's case, the reality of it is that Bettencourt's hearing would likely be long after Mr. Hardin's trial is already over, so of course it would be no use to us at all."


  Jeanne looked crestfallen. "Max knew this. It's hopeless, isn't it?"


  "Not at all," Deshler said crisply. "I have every assurance that Mr. Hardin will be found not guilty of any charges."


  "But how?" Jeanne cried.


  In a highly uncharacteristic gesture for him, he reached across the table and took Jeanne's hand. "Mrs. Bettencourt, I want you to trust me. I know what I'm doing. Even though I don't know all of the circumstances of the case yet, I do know this: Clinton Hardin is innocent. And I'm going to prove it."


  Deshler went with Jeanne and Vince to the arraignment. The district courtroom was grand, indeed. It held two hundred people on the ground floor, and seventy in the gallery. The benches, twenty on each side, were of walnut. The walls were painted a dark gold, and solemn portraits of presidents, congressmen, and judges lined them. At the front was the high dais, the judge's seat, of gleaming mahogany. To the left was the witness stand, on the right was the court clerk's desk. In front of the railing were two long tables, one for the prosecution and one for the defendant. It was an austere and dark and solemn room, and people's voices rang hollowly up to the thirty-foot-high ceiling.


  About twenty people, mostly women, but with a couple of jaunty-looking young men, were scattered around. Deshler seated Jeanne and Vince on the front bench, then said, "I'm going to go to Mr. Hardin. Wait for me until after he's arraigned, please."


  The judge came in, and one by one the prisoners were brought in. Two toughs were charged with public drunkenness and disturbing the peace, and then they brought Clint in. He glanced at Jeanne and Vince, and smiled as if he hadn't a care in the world. He looked well, too, considering. He wasn't pale, he was clean, and he stood straight and tall. Jeanne longed to rush to him, to at least talk to him, but Deshler had warned them that this arraignment would only take a minute or two at most, and that Clint wouldn't be allowed to speak to them. Still, Jeanne had insisted that she had to at least see him.


  The judge read the charges and asked, "How do you plead, Mr. Hardin?"


  "Not guilty," he said firmly.


  "So entered," the judge said. "Mr. Deshler, you are representing Mr. Hardin?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "I'd like to set his trial date for next Monday, the tenth. Is that agreeable to you?"


  "Yes, Judge Poynter. Thank you, sir."


  Immediately after the arraignment Deshler insisted that Jeanne see a doctor. "But I don't need a doctor," Jeanne argued. "I know it looks horrible, but really it doesn't hurt that badly. I know nothing's broken, my teeth aren't loose or anything."


  Deshler said, "I told you that charging your husband with assault and battery wouldn't do us much good. What I didn't say was that the fact that he assaulted you and battered you will indeed help. I want a doctor to be able to attest to it. I know a good man, a well-respected man that has a reputation for being forthright and honest. Now don't tell him the whole story, Mrs. Bettencourt. Just answer his questions."


  He took her to an obviously very successful Dr. Augustus Hightower, whose office looked more like a governor's office than a doctor's clinic. He looked familiar to Jeanne, and finally she recalled that he was one of the Calvary Choristers. He must know Clint, and Jeanne knew that if he knew Clint at all, he would know that he was innocent.


  The next week was extremely stressful for Jeanne. The newspapers had gotten word of the sensational story, and they came to the Helena Rose every single day to shout out questions at anyone that showed their face aboard the boat. Sometimes they were people that looked like ordinary citizens, men dressed in frock coats, well-dressed women, couples who came to goggle at the boat and talk among themselves. Every day for a week some article in the Memphis Appeal appeared concerning her, the female riverboat pilot, or the Helena Rose, or Clint, entailing his careeer as a master machinist and playing up sensational stories of his astonishing voice.


  All parties had been warned not to publicly discuss the case at all, but that didn't stop Max Bettencourt. He gave interviews to all and sundry, bragging about his service in the United States Army and bemoaning the horrors and terrors of being "a prisoner" of the Sikhs. Several articles were written about him, all of them sympathetic. Max Bettencourt was smooth and slyly clever and wholly believable.


  The district attorney's office sent two investigators, attorneys who were actually deputized to the sheriff but who wore plain clothes. They crawled all over the boat, and even drew pictures of it, the outside and every single room on the inside. In Jeanne's room they included diagrams of every stick of furniture, every whatnot set around, including Marvel's dollhouse, and even measured the room to the inch.


  They questioned every person, and Jeanne balked when they wanted to question Marvel alone. "I won't allow it," she said stiffly. "Unless you have some kind of order from a judge, I will not allow it."


  One of them, a coolly professional older man, said, "Mrs. Bettencourt, she is an eyewitness. She may be summoned to testify. I promise you that we will be perfectly courteous to the little girl. Wouldn't it be better if she were exposed to questioning now, without you at her side?"


  Jeanne asked Marvel about it. "It's okay, Mama. I can just tell them what happened, I'm not scared." Jeanne relented.


  They talked to her for what seemed like a long time to Jeanne. When they came out of the cabin the detective said, "She's a very smart, observant child."


  "I'm so proud of you, little girl," she told Marvel. "You're so grown up, and so smart. I'm very, very proud that you're my daughter."


  In a small voice, Marvel said, "Thank you, Mama. I didn't mind talking to them, they were nice. But if I had to tell it in court, would my daddy be there?"


  Jeanne hugged her hard. "You won't have to tell it in court, my darling. I promise."


  No women were allowed to visit the jail, but they did allow Vince to see Clint. He told Jeanne that Clint was cheerful and confident, and that the most complaining he did was that he couldn't take a bath. "But don't they give him water for sponge baths?" she asked.


  "Yeah, but he's like some kinda otter when it comes to dunking," Vince answered. "He's got a bathtub in his cabin. I know you didn't know that. Sometimes it takes him hours to heat up enough water for it, but he doesn't care. He's like a drunkard, only with bathing instead of drinking."


  Vince also took paper and pen to Clint, and he wrote Jeanne a note every single day. He never was romantic, for he knew that in spite of what had happened, she still felt in her heart that she was married to Max Bettencourt and she would always be mindful of it. His quick notes were always lighthearted, with some encouraging words for her and Marvel.


  
    The three best things that have ever happened in my life are this: That the Lord loves me and saved me. That I met you, Jeanne. That I met you, Marvel. I love you both very much. No matter what happens, I will love you always. One day we'll all be together, a family. Never doubt it.
  


  On Friday before the trial on Monday, Nate Deshler came to the Helena Rose with his clerk. "You remember Mr. Beebe, Mrs. Bettencourt. He's here to document for me, because I'm going to be conducting my own little investigation and I don't want to be distracted by trying to make notes. Mr. Beebe is conversant with the case, and I have full confidence in him and his discretion."


  "Mr. Deshler, I do trust you implicitly," Jeanne assured him. "Mr. Beebe, you are welcome here. Thank you so much for helping us."


  Deshler went over the boat, but he showed little interest in anything except Jeanne's bedroom. "This is what I want us to do," he told Jeanne and Vince. "We are going to act out that night, exactly as it happened, as closely as possible to the real events."


  "I want to be Clint," Vince said, grinning.


  "Very well," Deshler said with amusement. "Mr. Beebe will be happy to act as Maxwell Bettencourt."


  Mr. Beebe was five feet, five inches tall, with a round prim face and thick spectacles teetering on the end of a long thin nose. He rolled his eyes at Deshler's suggestion, but he gamely took part in the pantomime.


  Marvel went through her part, explaining in her high little voice what Max had said to her, and how he had yanked her to the door and thrown her out. "No, Mr. Beebe," she said patiently. "You have to grab my arm this way. We'll play like you yank it hard."


  Jeanne started out doing very well, but it became extremely hard for her to even say out loud what Max had done to her. Deshler, sitting by the door in one of Jeanne's desk chairs, said firmly, "Mrs. Bettencourt, I want you to be very clear about these events. Clear and detailed. I must insist."


  "Yes, sir," she gulped, and looked at Beebe helplessly.


  He said with feeling, "I'm sorry, Mrs. Bettencourt, but it really is very important."


  "All right. Then—" she took Beebe's right hand, lifted it, and said, "He hit me across the face with the back of his hand. And I fell." She went on, relating everything about those awful few minutes.


  Vince acted the part of Clint heroically. Ezra and Vince and Roberty and even Leo duly played out their parts, with a continual dire mutterings from Ezra.


  Deshler had Vince take Beebe down the stairs, just as Clint had done to Bettencourt, though perhaps not quite as roughly, and he allowed no one to follow them, since Clint and Bettencourt at that time had been alone.


  When all the players had returned, he asked, "I want to be perfectly clear about this. The only persons who actually witnessed the shooting were Mrs. Bettencourt, Marvel, Mr. Hardin, and Bettencourt, correct?"


  Vince replied, "I followed Clint after we heard Marvel screaming, but he's a lot faster than I am. By the time I got here it was all over but the cryin'." Roberty and Ezra both regretfully told him that by the time they got to Jeanne's cabin Clint was already dragging Max out the door.


  Deshler nodded. "This is very important. Did anyone see the gun?" They all looked at each other, then shook their heads mutely. "Ah, the weapon, the weapon," Deshler murmured. "This mysterious, invisible weapon. Very well. Now, what happened when Mr. Hardin returned to the room?"


  He made them all go through everything, from Clint stripping Jeanne's bed, Ezra's activities in the galley and attending to Jeanne, from Vince and Clint repairing the door, from all of them scrubbing, and Roberty burning the mattress and bedclothes. He insisted on knowing every single detail, no matter how small, from the time Max had entered Jeanne's room until the deputies had come to arrest Clint.


  After that was over he sat down with them all at Jeanne's dining table. Even Leo was allowed to attend, and he laid his head on Jeanne's lap even though they weren't eating. The dog had been especially attentive to Jeanne since that night.


  "I'm going to interview each of you separately after we talk," Deshler said. "But first I want to talk to all of you. Normally a defense lawyer will guide his witnesses, he will teach them exactly what to say and how to say it. I do have some suggestions for you, and I'll discuss that when I talk to each of you alone. But just for the record I want to tell you this: you must tell me the absolute, honest, perfect truth about everything. Even if you don't understand why I'm asking some question, I want you all to promise me now that you'll tell me the truth."


  They all agreed. Deshler went on, "I believe you all are truthful people, anyway, but it helps us all, me included, to say it out loud. Now the only other thing I want to tell you is how you can best help Mr. Hardin with his defense." He gave them one of his rare smiles. "This is most unusual advice for a criminal defense attorney to be giving. My advice to you is this: tell the truth. If the prosecutor comes up with something that you wish he didn't know, don't try to cover. Just answer his questions honestly. Don't volunteer any information; when possible, just answer, 'Yes, sir' and 'No, sir.'" Any sensible man or woman can tell that you, and Mr. Hardin, are honest people. And that is going to be Mr. Hardin's best defense of all."


  Ezra scowled. "Thet's all fine and good, Lawyer Deshler, but me and Vinnie here has been called up by the prostecuter's office fer the prostecution! Now I ain't gonna lie, but I've a mind not to answer their fool questions a-tall!"


  Jeanne was shocked; she had no idea. She assumed that they hadn't told her so she wouldn't worry.


  "I know you have," Deshler said soothingly. "And if you simply refuse to answer the prosecutor's questions, they will put you in jail until you agree to testify. Even if you decide never to answer the questions, then you'll die in jail. And, Mr. Givens, please trust me, and take my advice about your testimony. Answer their questions, and tell the truth. I guarantee you that will help Mr. Hardin much more than you rotting in jail for contempt."


  "Well, I got me some contempt, all right," Ezra grunted. "But I b'lieve you, Lawyer Deshler. I'll answer their tomfool questions, and make 'em wish they woulda left me alone."


  Then Deshler interviewed Ezra, Vince, and Roberty alone. He returned to Jeanne's room and said, "Mrs. Bettencourt, my client Mr. Hardin has directed me that under no circumstances am I going to be allowed to summon Marvel to testify. At first I argued with him, but now that I've seen what I've seen today, and talked to Mr. Givens and Mr. Norville at length, I must say that I don't think that Marvel's testimony will be crucial to Mr. Hardin's defense."


  Jeanne asked hesitantly, "You don't think that the prosecutor's office may summon her?"


  "I doubt it. In my opinion, she would be a very credible witness for the defense, not the prosecution. The prosecutor is a very intelligent man, and from her statement that she gave to his investigators, and their opinion of her, he's going to realize that Marvel could do some serious damage to the way people perceive Mr. Bettencourt." He added wryly, "That's why I would really like to call her for Mr. Hardin's defense. But I cannot, since he's forbidden me to. And ma'am, I would never do such a thing unless you agreed. I hope you know that."


  "I do," Jeanne said with overwhelming relief. "Thank you, Mr. Deshler."


  "You're welcome, ma'am. Now, let me explain something to you about Cyrus Jameson, the district attorney. I know him very well. He's somewhat older than I, I would imagine he's about in his mid-fifties. He's a fair man, but he's strict. He got elected because he is a no-nonsense law-and-order man, and the major reason he won his election is because he promised to clean up the docks, it's sort of his mission. He works very hard, and harshly prosecutes all violent crimes committed on the docks. And I have to say that he is very old-fashioned about women. He believes that their place is in the home, by their husband's side, caring for the children, and never airing their opinions or views in public."


  Jeanne sighed. "He's going to think that I'm a loose, cheap, tawdry woman. But then I suppose that most people do."


  "That's possible. You are unorthodox, Mrs. Bettencourt. When a person differs in the slightest from the norm—particularly women—people have a tendency to believe the worst. But you knew, did you not, when you decided to pilot the Helena Rose, that you would be subject to all kinds of gossip about you and your character?"


  "Yes, I did."


  "And when you decided to pilot the Helena Rose, did you feel that it was the right thing to do?"


  "Yes, I do. I still do. I believe it was a gift from God, for both me and Marvel."


  "And your character. Have you done anything at all unladylike, or as you said, loose, cheap, or tawdry?"


  "No, I have not."


  "Are you and Clint Hardin lovers?"


  Jeanne drew in a sharp breath. "What? No! That is—I—we love each other, we're betrothed. I mean, we were until I found out that Max is alive. But no, we are not intimate, at all!"


  Deshler nodded knowingly. "Get it out of your system. You're going to be asked that question in front of a lot of people, Mrs. Bettencourt. Do not react as you've done just now. Please remember what I told you. Answer the question, tell the truth, but never volunteer information to the prosecutor. When Cy Jameson asks you, in whatever form, if you and Mr. Hardin are physically intimate, say, 'No, we are not and never have been.' You have no obligation at all, either legal or moral, to offer or volunteer information of any kind. I wanted you to comprehend that completely, that's why I was so impertinent."


  "Mr. Deshler, you couldn't be impertinent if you had a tutor to teach you," Jeanne said gratefully. "I'm beginning to understand that 'tell the truth' sounds very simple, but it's really not, in a court of law. I promise you I will think about it more until the trial."


  "Good. Now, there is one more thing that I must tell you, Mrs. Bettencourt." He hesitated for a moment, then seemed to make up his mind and went on, "I had a telegram from George Masters. He offered to engage me for Mr. Hardin's defense. And he requested that I call him as a character witness."


  Jeanne was so shocked that her mouth actually opened a bit. "I had forgotten completely about poor George! Oh, I am awful! But he offered to pay for Clint's defense? They weren't—exactly—good friends. And he offered to be a character witness for Clint? He hardly knows him!"


  "I refused his offer of payment, of course, as Mr. Hardin had already engaged me," Deshler answered. "It was, I must say, extremely charitable of Mr. Masters, under the circumstances. Oh, yes, I do know the circumstances, Mrs. Bettencourt. George Masters has been a friend of mine for many years. And I was obliged to tell him that it would do far more harm than good for him to act as a character witness."


  "Harm?" Jeanne said with confusion.


  "Yes. Because you see, Mr. Masters offered to be a character witness for you, Mrs. Bettencourt. He understands, as perhaps you do not, that you will be on trial, and will be judged in the court of public opinion, just as surely as Mr. Hardin will."


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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  On Monday morning, the day of Clint's trial, Jeanne's face was almost back to normal. The swelling had gone down both on her cheek and mouth. The only evidence left was a faint yellow spot on her right cheekbone, and a very small cut remained on her lip. She was relieved. It was going to be hard enough to be seen in public—in fact, to be a public spectacle—without her face looking all beat up. Perhaps it was vanity, but somehow it made her feel less like hiding.


  Shannon Byrne, a sassy, redheaded Irish lass, watched Jeanne searching her face in the mirror. "You're as pretty as a spring day, Miss Jeanne. A little pale, but oh how I wish I had that face! And your hair. Mine looks like a house afire."


  Jeanne had been planning to ask Mrs. O'Dwyer to babysit Marvel during the trial, but she had found out that Mr. Deshler had called her as a witness, for some reason. Deshler hadn't told her much about Clint's defense, explaining to her that her obvious innocence and lack of inside knowledge would be a plus. She didn't understand that, but she believed him. So Vince had suggested that Shannon Byrne, the wife of his and Clint's close friend, Duffy Byrne, would make an excellent babysitter. Shannon was twenty years old, lively and cheery, and she was seven months pregnant. She had promised that Marvel could feel the baby next time he or she kicked, and Marvel had been delighted.


  Roberty had begged Jeanne to let him attend the trial. At first she had refused, for she knew that some of the testimony would be graphic. But Roberty was so upset, so anxious to help, that finally she had changed her mind and gave him her permission to attend. Living on his own, he already had seen much worse things anyway. And it was sad but true, Jeanne realized. It was different from Marvel; Roberty was a boy.


  Finally it was time, and Jeanne finished dressing in her brand-new outfit. Mr. Deshler had asked what clothing she would be wearing to the trial, and she had shown him her maroon skirt and capelet and bonnet and her skirts and blouses. He had advised her to buy another dress similar to the maroon, only not quite so dour. She'd bought a moss-green dress, the skirt with three flounces, and it had long full sleeves, the cuffs trimmed with white lace. The capelet was earth brown with green and white piping. She'd bought a brown bonnet trimmed with green satin ivy leaves and white and peach-colored rosettes. With satisfaction she reflected that she looked as Mr. Deshler had said, "ladylike and not too rich, not too poor, not too frilly, not too plain."


  She went downstairs and she, Vince, Ezra, and Roberty left for the courthouse. A crowd of people were gathered on the docks at the Helena Rose, and Jeanne was very grateful to Nathaniel Deshler for sending his carriage for them. Journalists shouted out, "Captain Jeanne! Give us a smile, will you? You gonna tell us all your secrets in court? How are you and Clint the Flint doing? Have you seen him since he got arrested? C'mon, give us something we can print, Cap'n Jeanne!"


  "Clint the Flint?" Jeanne asked after they got into the carriage.


  "Clint the Flint Fist is his whole name," Vince said. "And I think Bettencourt got off real lucky, the little squealin' pig. I've seen Clint do a whole lot worse to a man than getting a little scratch on his shoulder."


  All around the courthouse were horses, buggies, carts, and carriages, and a huge crowd of people. The deputies cleared them away from the walk up to the steps. As Jeanne alighted from the carriage she saw with a sinking heart that most of them looked at her with expressions of disdain. There were a lot of women, many with their husbands, and the looks they gave her were much more sour than the men. For the most part they were silent, and for Jeanne, walking with Vince, it was like running a gauntlet. She kept her eyes straight ahead. There were murmurings and whisperings, and she distinctly heard one woman say, "You can see she's a tramp." Jeanne didn't know it, but behind her Roberty stuck out his tongue and made a horrible face at the woman.


  At the double doors to the courtroom a deputy said, "Mrs. Bettencourt, we're keeping the courtroom clear until all of the witnesses arrive. You all will be seated on the front bench, just behind the defendant's table."


  They went into the courtroom. Two clerks were sitting at the court officers' table, and two bailiffs stood in front of two doors behind the judge's dais. Two more bailiffs stood at the entrance doors. Mrs. O'Dwyer was sitting on the first bench, along with another lady that Jeanne didn't know. On the second bench behind sat the Gayoso housekeeper, Mrs. Wiedemann, and Dr. Augustus Hightower with a stiff, proud-looking woman that Jeanne assumed must be his wife.


  Jeanne sat by Mrs. O'Dwyer, with Roberty, Vince, and Ezra on her left. Jeanne had just started greeting Mrs. O'Dwyer when there was a stir outside in the foyer. Evidently Max had arrived, and he was shouting answers to questions at the crowd. With dread, Jeanne sat staring straight ahead until he got to the prosecutor's table. His left arm and chest were heavily bandaged, his sky-blue velvet frock coat hanging by one shoulder. His face looked pale and drawn, but his blue eyes were bright and he still was an attractive man. He was accompanied by a short, bowlegged man with thinning dark hair and a raggedy black mustache. Bettencourt looked straight at Jeanne and gave her a big shark's grin. Jeanne looked away.


  Then the bailiffs opened the doors and let the crowd in. It was like a stampede of cattle. The bailiffs kept calling, "Stop shoving, people! Stop that pushing, or you'll be heading outside instead of inside!"


  From the entrance hall, on both sides, the hammering of people running up the stairs to the gallery thundered throughout the building. As the crowds settled down, Jeanne had no desire to look behind, but she could see people in the gallery. It was interesting, she thought, that the middle-class and Quality must be sitting in the courtroom, for every person in the gallery appeared to be the lower classes: roustabouts and their wives, tradesmen, charwomen, shop clerks, maids, and several very flashy women who obviously didn't have what might be called regular employment.


  The door opened behind the dais, and the district attorney, Cyrus Jameson, came in and went to sit with Max. He was a big barrel-chested, round-gutted, imposing man with a shiny bald pate with a black fringe of hair and large, round dark eyes. He turned to look at Jeanne and nodded politely to her.


  Then Nathaniel Deshler came in, followed by Clint. There was a distinct murmur from the crowd. Clint's hands weren't bound, and Jeanne saw that he was wearing a plain black frock coat, a gray waistcoat, and a white shirt with a black string tie. He looked amazingly handsome, towering over the average-sized Deshler, his shoulders broad and ruler-straight, his hair black and glossy, his features tanned and rugged. He smiled at Jeanne and the others as unselfconsciously as if they were on the deck of the Helena Rose. When he took his seat he was right in front of Jeanne.


  From the gallery above one woman's high-pitched nasal voice was heard clearly. "Ooh, ain't he just dee-licious!" Laughter sounded, and also male grumbles.


  The jury came in, and as Jeanne knew they would be, twelve men "good and true"—all of them average-looking men, farmers, shopkeepers, clerks, tradesmen. All of them stared at Clint, but not as long as they stared at Jeanne. She met their gazes equably, and in good time turned to look straight ahead.


  After a few more minutes the bailiff stood in front of the dais and shouted, "Oyez, oyez, oyez! All rise for the Honorable Judge Eugene Poynter, presiding over the Phillips County Criminal Court, State of Tennessee!" The distinct rumble of two hundred seventy persons rising to their feet sounded, and Judge Poynter entered the courtroom.


  He was of average height and build, but he had a distinguished look, with beautiful thick wavy silver-white hair, a wide brow, and hawk-like blue eyes. He was wearing a simple but beautifully tailored suit, and took his seat above them all with easy patrician grace. The bailiff said, "All be seated. Court is now in session."


  Judge Poynter read the particulars of the charges against Clint, which carefully outlined the relationships between Clinton Hardin, Maxwell Bettencourt, and Jeanne Bettencourt. Then he asked formally, "Mr. Jameson, is the prosecution ready?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Mr. Deshler, is the defense ready?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Mr. Jameson, you may make your opening statement."


  Cy Jameson rose, walked assuredly to the jury box, and rested his well-manicured hand on the railing in front of them. As he talked he turned alternately to address the jury and the courtroom. He was a charismatic man, and an expert public speaker.


  "Your Honor, gentlemen of the jury, and ladies and gentlemen in the courtroom, good morning. This is a simple case. Some of the time lines of events in the lives of the participants may be unusual, but the events of the night that Mr. Bettencourt was shot are all clear and factual and easily understood."


  He frowned darkly, and with dismay Jeanne saw at least ten of the male jurors frown right along with him, as if they were mirroring him. Jameson continued, "A soldier, an honorable, oft-promoted, decorated soldier returns from a terrible war. His first and only thoughts are to see his beloved wife, whom he had left with sorrow but with promises between them of undying love and faithfulness. He is as eager as a man can be to rejoin his family, his wife and the child that he has never seen. He finds them, and is overjoyed at the thought of reuniting with them. It's been long lonely years that they've been parted.


  "When he visits his wife, full of loving anticipation and joy, he finds only sorrow. She cruelly spurns him, and not only that; she has completely turned his daughter, his only flesh-and-blood, against him. And even worse, he finds that she's living in sin with another man. That man is Clinton Hardin. Mr. Bettencourt comes to understand that his wife and Mr. Hardin are so greedy that they have no intention of letting Mr. Bettencourt reclaim his wife, for they had no wish to share their love nest, a profitable steamboat called the Helena Rose, with him.


  "The tragic ending to this story is that Mr. Bettencourt visits his wife, and Mr. Hardin, his wife's lover, finds them together and tries to murder him. It is only by the grace of God that Mr. Bettencourt is alive today. But you will find, gentlemen, that the act that caused his wound has nothing to do with grace, or God. Mr. Clinton Hardin shot Maxwell Bettencourt because of jealousy over a woman, and because of money. He is guilty, and I know that you will find him guilty."


  Jeanne's hands were shaking when Jameson finished, and her cheeks felt as though they were close to hot flames. She dropped her head, grateful for her bonnet. She saw a small hand reach over and touch hers, then squeeze it gently. Roberty whispered, "Don't be sad, Miss Jeanne."


  The judge said, "Mr. Deshler, you may make your opening statement for the defense."


  Nate Deshler rose and straightened his waistcoat. He made a complete contrast to Cy Jameson, but it was not unflattering to him. He was stately and dignified and naturally soft-spoken. When he raised his voice to be heard, it didn't sound bombastic, his voice and air were dignified and confident and sure.


  "Good morning, Your Honor, gentlemen of the jury, and ladies and gentlemen.


  "My esteemed opponent, Mr. Jameson, said that this case was simple. It is not. This case is far from simple. Mr. Bettencourt's story is that a jealous, greedy lover came in when he was visiting his wife and shot him. None of these things are true.


  "First of all, there is a grave question that must be settled during the course of this case. Is Mr. Maxwell Bettencourt truly the lawful husband of Jeanne Langer Bettencourt, with all the rights and privileges of a husband? That is not a simple question, and it has no simple answer. I contend that Mr. Bettencourt was not, in all particulars, Jeanne Bettencourt's true husband. When you comprehend this, you will see that it dramatically changes the picture of the scene on that night. In fact, you will see that Clint Hardin shouldn't be on trial for assault here today. Max Bettencourt should be.


  "Secondly, Mr. Clint Hardin and Mrs. Jeanne Bettencourt are not now, and never have been, lovers. They have never been physically intimate. This will be illustrated to you so that you will have no doubts.


  "Thirdly, Mr. Clint Hardin is neither jealous, nor greedy. His sole motive for his actions was to defend Mrs. Bettencourt from a brutal attack.


  "And that brings me to my last point. Mr. Clint Hardin did not shoot Mr. Max Bettencourt. And I will prove it."


  This grave and sure pronouncement by Deshler had a hubbub of a response from the courtroom. Deshler sat back down and Jeanne read Clint's lips as he leaned over and said, "Well done, sir. Thank you."


  Judge Poynter said, "Mr. Jameson, you may proceed."


  "Thank you, Your Honor. For my first witness I call Mr. Maxwell Bettencourt."


  Max rose and went to the witness chair. The same young nasal woman's voice floated on the air: "He's right purty too. Don't she nab the fine ones, though?" This time the laughter was loud and raucous.


  Judge Poynter was not amused. He pounded his gavel once, hard. "I will have order in my court! All you people be quiet. Especially you, young lady!" His gaze swept the gallery, which fell utterly silent. As soon as he looked away the girl peeped, "Yessir, Yer Honor." Again the laughter, shorter and much quieter this time.


  Judge Poynter looked as grave as death, but he merely said, "Proceed, Mr. Jameson."


  Cy Jameson stood by the witness box, to the right of Max, so that Max could see the jury and the entire courtroom clearly. He made a good, credible witness, speaking to the men in the jury box, gesturing with manly grace, looking out over the crowd, occasionally making eye contact with a listener whose face showed sympathy.


  Jameson said, "Mr. Bettencourt, what I want you to do is to tell your story to the court, as simply and honestly as you have told me. I will guide you with questions, but I want you to feel free to give full and complete answers. Please begin by telling us of your life in the United States Army."


  Max told about how he had lied about his age at sixteen, telling the army that he was eighteen, because he was so anxious to serve his country. He had served in the Indian Territories for seven of the eight years of his career, earning two decorations for bravery, and field promotions until he reached the rank of captain in the artillery. "Then, in 1846, I was assigned to Fort Smith, Arkansas. That was when I met Miss Jeanne Langer."


  Jameson said, "Tell us about your courtship of Miss Langer."


  "I fell in love with her the first time I saw her," he said quietly, apparently so poignantly. "She was beautiful. She still is. Anyway, she was young then, only sixteen, but she was a polished, intelligent, sweet, bright young woman. The first time I ever set eyes on her she was on the deck of her father's riverboat, the Pearl. She had flowers in her hair, and she was wearing a bright yellow dress, and she looked like sunshine in spring. I wrangled an introduction to her father, the captain and pilot of the boat. Then I made friends with Miss Langer. I went slowly, because she was innocent and pure, and I was older and had certainly seen more of the world. But over time I showed her how much I loved her, and she fell in love with me. Because of her youth, her parents wanted us to wait to be married, and we were engaged for a year and a half. I didn't mind. I loved her so much that I would have waited all my life for her, if she'd wanted me to. But she didn't. We married when she was seventeen."


  "Now please tell us something of your marriage, your life together, and how it came about that you went to war," Jameson said encouragingly.


  "I resigned from the army just before Jeanne and I married, and I went to Memphis to get a job. I found work at the Victory Ironworks and Armory, as an artillery specialist and gunsmith. It was hard at first, because my army pay wasn't enough that I had much saved back, and though my pay at the ironworks was better, it would take awhile for me to be able to support us in some comfort. But Jeanne's father was very generous with us, and gave us some money to help us get started. We got a small upstairs two-room apartment in Memphis, and I worked hard. We were very happy. Jeanne was young, but she was a joyful, loving wife, and I adored her more and more every day. We were ecstatic when we found out that Jeanne was expecting our first child."


  Here he sighed and looked deeply regretful. "I'm afraid that I found the civilian life very difficult, however. From the time I was just a small child I wanted to join the army, and I loved that adventurous, exciting life. I admit that I missed it. I'm afraid that at heart I am a true soldier."


  "True, and brave, a warrior," Cy Jameson intoned. "And is that why you left Mrs. Bettencourt, to return to the military life?"


  "Oh, no," Max said, appalled. "I would never have left her for such a selfish reason. No, it was all because I found out that if I joined the Sikh Army in what was called the Anglo-Sikh War, to train their artillery, I could earn a fortune. I was told that the maharajah would pay trained artillerists four hundred dollars a month! At the armory I was making five hundred dollars a year! When I told Jeanne this, she was hesitant, but then she saw that I could work overseas for only six months and earn over two thousand dollars. When she realized how much that would help us, she encouraged me to join. We believed that I would be gone, at most, for only eight months, a month's travel each way—paid by the maharajah, you understand—and six months spent training the Sikh artillery. It seemed like a dream come true, especially for a young couple just starting a family. Jeanne and I were devastated at being parted, but we both believed it was for the best. We promised each other, as when we had taken our solemn wedding vows, to love, honor, and cherish the other, unless death should part us."


  Dreamy sighs were audible from several ladies in the courtroom. Cy Jameson paused for effect, then said in a low, sympathetic voice, "But, Mr. Bettencourt, all of your dreams for this venture turned into a nightmare, did they not?"


  "It was a nightmare from the first day I set foot in that godforsaken land," Max said grimly. "We had been deceived by the maharajah's emissaries. When we arrived to join the army, we virtually became prisoners. We were kept under armed guard night and day. Our living quarters were worse than prison cells. For the first two months, we received not one rupee in pay. Only after I made a plea to our colonel on behalf of all of us American and British soldiers that were trapped there, did we begin to receive a hundred rupees a month, which was about twelve dollars in American money. It was a pittance, for we were half-starved, we had no uniforms provided, and their only concession for our living accommodations was a single crude tent for the thirteen of us.


  "They are a cruel, sly, and sophisticated people. We were given chits each month, IOUs if you will, from the maharajah, showing that he owed us the balance, basically three hundred and eighty-eight dollars, each month and would be paid this balance at the end of our service. Of course, we all knew that we would never be paid that money," he said bitterly.


  "I was half crazy when I found out I wouldn't be able to send money to Jeanne and our unborn child," he continued dramatically. "And it was even worse, for me, when I found out that we had no access to any mail at all. I wrote Jeanne long letters, full of love and begging her forgiveness for my stupidity. But none of them could ever be mailed.


  "And of course, we were also deceived when we were told that we could enlist in the Khalsa—the Sikh Army—for any period we chose. I had enlisted for six months; I ended up a virtual prisoner there for six years. The Sikhs lost the war, and I had to flee the country secretly to avoid being executed. I came home with no glory, no honorable satisfaction as that of a soldier who knows he has done his job well, and certainly with no money. All I had left were the clothes on my back—and my family."


  From here on out Max's story closely followed Cy Jameson's opening statement. He spoke movingly of his joy at finding Jeanne and Marvel, and of his devastation when she spurned him. He even teared up, and wiped his eyes. "All I wanted was my loving Jeanne, and to show my daughter how much I had missed her and loved her," he said in a ragged voice. "Jeanne grievously wounded my heart, and then that brute tried to shoot me in the heart. He dragged me off the boat and threw me down in the mud, wounded and bleeding. He threw his gun in the river and then he snarled at me, "You're a dead man, Bettencourt, and no one on this earth will know or care who killed you. Now get out of my sight!"


  Max was smooth, and articulate, and emotional in a manly way. He was a magnificent liar. Very slight murmurs of sympathy punctuated his testimony, and the men's glances at the back of Jeanne's head grew more disdainful, and the women's stares became full of disgust. Jeanne kept her eyes glued on Max every moment. Her eyes grew wider, her expression more and more astonished and shocked with every passing moment. She wasn't aware of the stares of the crowd behind her. And she wasn't aware that the gentlemen jurors watched her carefully. Her honest shock was glaringly apparent. Some of them had noticed that though Max spoke skillfully to the crowd in general, he had not once looked directly at either Jeanne nor Clint. Some jurors began to look at Max Bettencourt with a more critical eye.


  "Thank you, Mr. Bettencourt, I know how difficult this is for you," Cy Jameson said fervently, and took his seat.


  "Mr. Deshler, are you ready to cross-examine?" Judge Poynter asked.


  "Yes, Your Honor, thank you." He rose and stood to Max's side, his feet wide apart in a confident stance, his hands behind his back. His tone was exquisitely polite. "Mr. Bettencourt, can you produce any corroborating witnesses that know of your experiences in the Punjab?"


  "No, sir. As I said, I was forced to flee the country secretly, and I made my way out alone. I don't know anything about my comrades."


  "No documentation? No papers at all?"


  "No, sir."


  "And so we have only your word concerning each event, each circumstance, of those six years you were away?"


  "Well, yes, I suppose so, sir. But I'm not lying, I have no reason to lie. I've told you the honest truth!"


  "Please just answer my questions, Mr. Bettencourt. Unlike Mr. Jameson, I don't wish you to embroider your story in any way," Deshler said calmly, allowing the implication to sink in as he paced a step, then returned to his former place.


  "Let's go back further, then, and talk about May of 1849, when you left your pregnant wife to go fight for the Sikhs. You testified that the maharajah paid your travel expenses?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Then why, sir, did you take the last penny out of your wife's banking account and leave her penniless and destitute while you merrily went off to gain fame and glory?" Deshler suddenly barked.


  "But—but no, that was our money! It was mine just as much as it was hers! And I had to have some money to travel on. The Sikhs paid for ship's passage, but that didn't include anything like food and—and—supplies!" Abruptly he calmed down and said reasonably, "And I told you, Jeanne encouraged me to go. She didn't want me to go halfway across the world with no money, she's not like that. At least, she wasn't like that back then."


  "Mr. Kurt Langer, Mrs. Bettencourt's father, gave her two hundred dollars upon her marriage to you, isn't that right?" Deshler said.


  "That was her dowry! It was our money!"


  "It was put into a banking account at Memphis Bank and Trust in the name of Max and Jeanne Bettencourt, correct?"


  "Yes! Both of us!"


  "During the year of 1848, the sum of fifty dollars was withdrawn from that bank account in small increments. Each time any monies were withdrawn, the withdrawal slip was signed by both you and Mrs. Bettencourt, since the account was in both of your names. Is that correct?"


  "Yes, but—"


  "Yes, or no, Mr. Bettencourt. Now, I have a fair certified bank copy of a withdrawal made on May 10, 1849, for the sum of $151.21, which closed out the account. Please tell the court who signed this withdrawal slip." He flung the piece of paper in Max's face.


  A scowl crossed his smooth features as he barely glanced at it. "I did, and I had every right to do it. I needed that money!"


  Deshler snatched the paper back. "One hundred fifty-one dollars and thirty-two cents," Deshler repeated in outrage. "You deserted your wife and unborn child, and you couldn't even leave them a dollar and thirty-two cents!"


  Jameson jumped up and thundered, "I object, Your Honor! My esteemed opponent is not asking the witness a question, he's testifying himself!"


  Judge Poynter opened his mouth, but Nate Deshler said smoothly, "I beg your pardon, Your Honor, gentlemen of the jury. I am finished questioning this witness at this time, though I do reserve the right to call him again if I absolutely must listen to his drivel."


  "Mr. Deshler," Judge Poynter said ominously, "you are pushing me, and I don't like it."


  "I am so sorry, Your Honor," Deshler said lightly, and resumed his seat.


  "I'm warning you, be careful, Nate," Judge Poynter warned him. "Now, Mr. Jameson, will you call your next witness?"


  "I call Dr. Ernest Slattery." The man who trotted up to the witness stand was the short shabby man that had come into the courtroom with Max. He was sworn in, and Jameson said, "Dr. Slattery, please tell us where you reside and practice medicine, and of the events of the night of September 2."


  He stroked his mustache with his forefinger, a habitual gesture that made the scanty black growth look greasy and limp. "My office is on Front Street, and I live above it. About nine o'clock that night a roustabout came running upstairs and banged on the door, screaming fit to wake the dead. They'd brought a man who had been shot in the chest, and was dying. I hurried downstairs and the two roustabouts brought Mr. Bettencourt into my office.


  "His shirt and coat were covered with blood, and I thought for sure he would die before I could examine him," he said sadly. "And he was moaning fit to rend your heart. 'All I wanted was to talk to her,' says he. 'I just wanted to see her, my own sweet wife, my darling daughter! Oh, how I wish, before I die, that I could kiss her sweet lips one last time!' And such as that."


  "Mr. Bettencourt believed he was mortally wounded," Jameson said gravely. "But he was not, of course."


  "No, sir. I found upon my examination that he had been shot in the chest, but it was somewhat above his heart. It was a through-and-through wound. That means that the bullet entered his chest and came out behind. I stopped the two wounds bleeding, and then bandaged him up. After I made sure he understood that he was going to be all right, I told him that he ought to have the villain that shot him arrested. He was pretty tired, and in a lot of pain, and it seemed like he didn't much care about anything, he was so grieved. But he finally agreed, and I had the roustabouts go fetch the sheriffs."


  "Thank you, Dr. Slattery," Jameson said and resumed his seat.


  "Your witness, Mr. Deshler," Judge Poynter said.


  Deshler asked, "Dr. Slattery, during all of Mr. Bettencourt's long lament, did he tell you that he had been shot with a .22?"


  Slattery blurted out, "Yes. I mean, I guess he did. No, I'm not sure. I figured it was a .22, because the diameter of the entry wound was small."


  "Again, Dr. Slattery. Did Mr. Bettencourt tell you he was shot by a .22?"


  "Uh—I can't remember."


  "That's unfortunate, it's extremely important, and the fact that you can't remember makes you a very poor witness, Dr Slattery. Are you certain that you have absolutely no recollection of how you knew that the wound was made by a .22?"


  "I was busy attending Mr. Bettencourt. I just can't remember that one little thing," he snapped.


  "Very well. Now, about the wound itself. Please tell the court the exact point of entry and exit of the bullet."


  He sniffed and replied haughtily, "It entered between the fourth and fifth left ribs, nicked the posterior fourth rib, then exited through the scapula."


  "Show us, please. Just point to it on your body."


  He sighed with exaggerated impatience. "It hit him here," he said, pointing high on the left of his chest. And I can't reach all the way around to point, Mr. Deshler, but it came out back here." Vaguely he waved toward the back of his left shoulder.


  "Thank you, Dr. Slattery. That is all for now."


  Jeanne had trouble analyzing this witness's testimony. In the first place, it was extremely distracting, the way he twitched and twiddled with his mustache. But she had noticed one thing. The doctor wore a heavy square-cut ruby ring set in gold on his right middle finger. Jeanne knew that it had been the ring Max had worn on his left pinky.


  The next witness the prosecutor called was Deputy Sheriff Elias Fields, the tall, coolly professional deputy that had placed Clint under arrest. He told the court who he was, and that he was the arresting officer.


  Jameson said, "Deputy Fields, you reported to Dr. Slattery's office to take Max Bettencourt's statement on the night of September 2, correct?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "And what was Mr. Bettencourt's statement?"


  "He told me that he was visiting his wife, and that a man named Mr. Clinton Hardin had shot him, intending to kill him. He told me that I could find Mr. Hardin on the steamboat Helena Rose."


  "Mr. Bettencourt's statement was that short and spare? He didn't say anything else?"


  "Yes, he said quite a bit more."


  With exaggerated patience Jameson asked, "Then would you please tell the court what Mr. Bettencourt said?"


  Blank-faced the deputy replied, "I can't repeat it word for word, Mr. Jameson, but I'll try to be as clear as I can. He said that he loved Jeanne with all his heart, and he loved Marvel with all his heart, and all he was trying to do was come back to his dear love and his sweet daughter, and Clint Hardin that villain, and some other descriptive words I won't repeat, that was doing things to his wife that I won't repeat, tried to murder him, and he wanted Mr. Hardin arrested and hanged and dead as a dog."


  "Yes, thank you," Jameson said hurriedly. "When you went to the Helena Rose, you did find Clint Hardin there, and you did place him under arrest. Did Mr. Hardin protest at his arrest?"


  "No, sir."


  "Did he say anything at all in his own defense? Did he protest his innocence?"


  "No, sir."


  Jameson nodded with satisfaction. "Please tell us what you saw when you arrived on the Helena Rose, Deputy."


  "I first saw a young boy burning something, a big bonfire, at the foot of the gangplank. I boarded the boat, and I saw Mr. Norville and Mr. Givens down on their hands and knees, scrubbing the main cargo deck. Mr. Hardin was down on his hands and knees scrubbing the top of the landing stage."


  "And you arrested Mr. Hardin at that time, and he was taken away by three other deputies, and you remained behind on the Helena Rose to question the other two men and the boy, correct?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "And what was the nature of your questioning, and the result?"


  "I asked Mr. Norville what they were doing. Both he and Mr. Givens said that they were cleaning up Mr. Bettencourt's blood from the boat. I then observed that there was a trail of blood still remaining down the gangplank. Then I questioned Roberty, the young boy who was tending the fire. He told me that he was burning Mrs. Bettencourt's mattress, sheets, quilts, and pillows because Mr. Bettencourt had bled on them. He said that no one, especially 'Captain Jeanne', wanted any reminder that Max Bettencourt had ever been on that boat."


  "They were systematically destroying the evidence that Mr. Hardin had, for all they knew, murdered Max Bettencourt," Jameson intoned.


  "Objection," Deshler said mildly. "Mr. Jameson is not questioning the witness, he is testifying, Your Honor."


  "Objection sustained."


  Jameson lifted his head and said quietly, "I need ask no further questions of this witness."


  Judge Poynter said, "Your witness, Mr. Deshler."


  Deshler rose. "I have no questions for this witness, Your Honor."


  "Very well. Mr. Jameson?"


  "I call for my next witness, Mr. Vincent Norville."


  Vince sauntered up to the witness stand, swore to tell the truth, sat down in the witness chair, and stared up at Cy Jameson as suspiciously as if he were a cheating poker player. "Clint didn't shoot that fool," he said loudly.


  Judge Poynter pounded his gavel angrily, and Jameson shouted, "I object!"


  "He's your witness, Cy, you can't object," Judge Poynter rasped. "Everyone simmer down! I won't have this silly hullaballooing in my courtroom!" He pounded his gavel twice more.


  When the laughter quieted down Jameson said, "Your Honor, this man is a very reluctant witness. I'm going to beg your indulgence if I am forced to question him in a more leading manner, with more assumption than is conventional."


  "I'm fully cognizant of the situation, Mr. Jameson, and you may question the witness as you see fit, within the bounds of the rule of law. Mr. Norville, you will answer the questions put to you, and that is all. Another outburst like that one and I'll slap you in jail for contempt."


  "Yes, sir," Vince said blandly.


  "Now, Mr. Norville. You've been friends with Mr. Hardin for a long time, haven't you?" Jameson asked.


  "Yes, sir."


  "You know him very well, as well as anyone?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "And so," Jameson said heavily, "you know that he is a violent, brutal man, correct?"


  "No, sir."


  "He has beaten men severely. Eleven men, in fact. In the last fight he had, he almost blinded a man, did he not?"


  "No, sir."


  "He's a fighter, isn't he? He participates in brutal bare-knuckle fistfights, vicious knock-down free-for-all brawls, doesn't he?"


  "He is an athlete in the sport of fistic competition. He is an expert pugilist."


  "That's simply a sly way of saying he's a savage fighter, isn't it?"


  "No, sir."


  Jameson was clearly frustrated, so he moved on. "Mr. Norville, Mr. Hardin is well-known as what is called a 'ladies' man.' Has he—"


  "Your Honor, I must object," Deshler said. "Mr. Jameson is stating pure gossip as fact, and his phrasing in no way poses a question to the witness."


  Judge Poynter frowned. "Mr. Jameson, I will allow you some leeway with this witness, but you must submit questions to him. Objection sustained."


  Jameson sighed heavily and asked, "Mr. Norville, have you ever talked with Mr. Hardin about his lady friends?"


  "No, sir."


  "That is not a satisfactory answer, sir. Remember, you are sworn to tell the whole truth. Have you ever, in your entire life, talked to Clint Hardin about ladies?"


  "Well, why didn't you ask me that in the first place? Yes, sir."


  "Mr. Hardin has talked to you about ladies of his acquaintance?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Mr. Hardin has told you about his relationships with ladies of his acquaintance?"


  "No, sir."


  "Mr. Norville! I must insist that you tell this court the truth, and stop lying! If you and Mr. Hardin have had conversations about ladies, he must have told you of his relationships to them, isn't that correct, Mr. Norville?" Jameson almost shouted.


  "No, sir. See, all Clint ever says about any ladies is compliments about them, in general," Vince said expansively. "He says this lady is nice, that one is sweet, the other one has pretty eyes, over there, she has great teeth. Things like that. He never, not one time, has ever said one single word to me about his personal relationships to any ladies at all."


  Jameson looked honestly aghast. "You've been friends with Mr. Hardin since childhood, and your sworn testimony is that he has never told you about his lady friends. Are you certain that you want that recorded as your testimony, sworn to truth with your hand on the Bible, in front of this judge and this jury and these people?"


  "Yes, sir," Vince said confidently.


  "Very well," Jameson said darkly. "Now, Mr. Norville, did you see Clint Hardin shoot Max Bettencourt?"


  "I already told you, Clint didn't shoot Bettencourt," Vince said impudently.


  "Answer the question, Mr. Norville!"


  "No sir, I did not see the shooting. But Clint couldn't have shot Bettencourt anyway."


  "Since you weren't there, how can you possibly swear to that?" Jameson demanded angrily.


  "Because Clint Hardin doesn't know the upside from the downside of a gun. He's never had anything to do with them. He's never carried a gun in his life, never owned one, wouldn't have one if you gave it to him."


  "Mr. Norville, according to the law your assertion is meaningless, because one cannot prove a negative," Jameson said with superiority. "What do you say to that?"


  Vince shrugged carelessly. "Then prove a positive, Mr. Lawyer. You prove he had a gun that night."


  "Your Honor, I'm through with this witness," Jameson said with disdain.


  "Mr. Deshler?" Judge Poynter asked.


  "Your Honor, I don't wish to question this witness at this time. However, I would like the opportunity to recall him if necessary."


  "So noted."


  The next witness, who was also pointed out to be an unwilling prosecutorial witness, was Ezra Givens. He sat in the witness chair, his arms crossed, and glared at Jameson.


  "Mr. Givens, you live on the riverboat Helena Rose, with Mrs. Jeanne Bettencourt, Mr. Clinton Hardin, Mr. Vince Norville, Marvel Bettencourt, and Roberty, is that correct?" he asked.


  "Yes, sir."


  Jameson obviously didn't want to get into a quagmire as he did with Vince Norville, so he asked Ezra blunt, pointed questions. "You saw Mr. Clint Hardin and Mrs. Jeanne Bettencourt kissing, didn't you?"


  Ezra's eyes narrowed. "Yes, sir," he bit off.


  "In fact, you saw them in a passionate embrace, didn't you?"


  "No, sir."


  "But they were kissing, and had their arms around each other, and so it was an embrace, was it not?"


  "I don't got no idear where their arms was. I only saw 'em for a second, and I tuck off 'cause it weren't none of my bidness," he said sourly.


  "But you have seen them, many times, show physical affection?"


  "Thet there question don't make no sense, and I ain't a-gonna answer it."


  "Oh, come now, Mr. Givens. You're a grown man, you know perfectly well what I mean. I insist that you answer the question."


  "I ruffle up Roberty's hair sometimes, 'cause I care about the boy. Is that what you mean? No, I ain't never seed Clint nor Miss Jeanne mess up one 'nother's hair."


  Giggles and titters sounded throughout the courtroom, but it only took a stern look from Judge Poynter to stifle it quickly.


  "Just—never mind, let the record show that the witness has seen Mr. Hardin and Mrs. Bettencourt kiss. Now, with Your Honor's indulgence, I'm going to bring out a diagram and ask Mr. Givens to explain it to us."


  A bailiff brought out a three-legged easel and set a large square white board on it. It was the floor plan of the Texas deck of the Helena Rose. He set it up so that the jury, and the entire courtroom, could see it.


  "Now, Mr. Givens, will you please go to the drawing, and point out each room, and tell us what each room is, what it is used for, and who inhabits each room?"


  Ezra turned to look up at Judge Poynter. "Why do I have to do all that silly fol-de-rol, Judge? Any idiot can look at that there pitcher, and read what it says."


  "Mr. Givens, you live on the boat, so you are considered an expert in this matter. Please just do as Mr. Jameson asks."


  Ezra rose and went to the easel. As if he were speaking to a roomful of non-English speakers, he enunciated slowly, "This here is the cargo area on the Texas deck. That's where the cargo inhabits.


  "This here is the galley, even though some fool printed 'kitchen' on it. At differin' and sundry times, me and Roberty and Mr. Vince Norville and Marvel Bettencourt and Captain Jeanne Bettencourt and Mr. Clint Hardin inhabits this here galley.


  "Now over here is the crew quarters. This nice little pitcher here is my bunk. This nice little square here is Mr. Vince Norville's bunk. This nice little square here is Roberty's bunk. This nice little square here is nobody's bunk.


  "This here is Captain Jeanne's cabin. Her and Marvel inhabits it.


  "And this here is Clint Hardin's cabin. He inhabits here. Now here—" he stabbed a gnarled forefinger—"and here—and here—and here—is where Leo inhabits from time to time."


  "Who's Leo?" Judge Poynter blurted out.


  "He's our dog. He's been knowed to inhabit lotsa places on that boat. I jist figgered since all you folks is so nosy 'bout where we all place our bodies all the time, you'd best know about Leo too."


  This time even Judge Poynter cracked a wintry smile. "Very well, Mr. Givens. Thank you for your expert information."


  Ezra resumed his seat. Jameson, whose mouth had twitched also, regained his severe countenance. "Mr. Givens, the reason I wanted to make the arrangements on the Helena Rose is so that I can ask you this question: Mrs. Bettencourt's and Mr. Hardin's cabins are very close to each other, aren't they?"


  "They's acrost a six-foot, three-inch-wide hall from each other."


  "It would be very easy for either Mrs. Bettencourt or Mr. Hardin to slip into the other's cabin for romantic reasons, wouldn't it?"


  "Me 'n you is closer than them cabins, so it would be very easy fer me to punch your face, Lawyer Jameeson," Ezra snarled.


  Judge Poynter said, "Mr. Givens, you know very well that is unacceptable. Please answer the question."


  "No, it wouldn't be easy a-tall for either Cap'n Jeanne nor Clint to slip around shameful," he said sturdily. "There's yer answer."


  Jameson demanded, "Have you ever seen Mrs. Bettencourt either entering, or leaving, or inside Mr. Hardin's cabin?"


  "No, siree!"


  "Have you ever seen Mr. Hardin entering, or leaving, or inside Mrs. Bettencourt's cabin?"


  "On the night of September 2, I saw Mr. Hardin inside it, then leave it, then enter it and be inside it, and then leave it," he answered precisely.


  "Did you see Mr. Hardin shoot Mr. Bettencourt?"


  "No, sir. I didn't git there in time, or I woulda shot Mr. Lyin' Maxwell Bettencourt my own self. But Mr. Clint Hardin didn't shoot that fool, he done shot his own dumb self with his own gun, and that there is my swore-on-the-Bible-truth testimony, Mr. Lawyer Jameeson!"


  "Judge Poynter—" Jameson pleaded.


  "Yes, yes, Mr. Jameson. Strike Mr. Given's last sentence from the record, Mr. Evans," he told one of the busily writing clerks. "Do you have any further questions for this witness, Mr. Jameson?"


  "I certainly do not, Your Honor."


  "Mr. Deshler?"


  "No questions at this time, with option to recall, Your Honor."


  Judge Poynter said, "It's almost noon. I'm going to adjourn this court for two hours. All concerned parties will report back here at two o'clock." He struck his gavel and left.


  Jeanne was thinking that perhaps some good had been done by Vince's and Ezra's stout testimonies. Uneasily, she told herself that it seemed that the men of the jury were all paying strict attention to everyone and everything, and surely they would see Max as the evil liar that he was.


  But as the bailiffs escorted her and Vince, Ezra and Roberty out of the courtroom first, she saw that the looks directed her way were just as dark and hostile as when she had first entered the court. The court of public opinion may have been amused by Vince and Ezra, but Jeanne and Clint were still in deep trouble.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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  "Oyez, oyez, oyez! All rise for the Honorable Judge Eugene Poynter, presiding over the Phillips County Criminal Court, State of Tennessee!"


  Nathaniel Deshler called his first defense witness, Mrs. Herman Wiedemann. Immediately Cyrus Jameson rose to his feet. "Judge Poynter, I wish to enter a formal protest against the first four defense witnesses that my esteemed colleague has called. They were not present when Mr. Bettencourt was shot, they have no knowledge of the events of that night, they can offer no relevant expert testimonials of any matter with a bearing on this case."


  Deshler responded, "Judge Poynter, the prosecution has defamed my client's character, and the character of Mrs. Jeanne Bettencourt. They have offered no proof, no corroborating testimony whatsoever, of the grave moral offenses attributed to them. However, I am able, through these witnesses, to offer testimony that disputes Mr. Bettencourt's charges regarding their moral fiber and, therefore, their motives for this alleged crime."


  Judge Poynter nodded. "I'll allow these witnesses' testimony. Proceed."


  Mrs. Wiedemann sternly affirmed that Jeanne was an honest, hardworking, conscientious Christian lady of high moral standing. She was such an austere, rigid woman that no one in the courtroom could doubt that if she knew of any failing of Jeanne's, either as an employee or as a woman, she would not hesitate to denounce her. Jameson didn't even attempt to cross-examine her.


  Mrs. O'Dwyer was a cheerful, thin woman with a lined, weary, but kind face. Having lived in the same house with Jeanne for four years, she stoutly asserted that Jeanne had never, not once, been seen in the company of any man in their home. She stressed Jeanne's and even Marvel's charity, as they shared wood, household goods, food, and even money, with the O'Dwyers.


  She said proudly, "Once my husband, who's a deckhand on the William Crawford, got his foot almost broke in two. That Old Mock's cart broke down whilst they was unloading his pitiful sticks of wood, I swear he'd bring his logs down to the docks in paper bags if he thought it'd cost him a penny less. Anyways, there's Mr. O'Dwyer home, with two of his toes broke and his foot swelt up like a fat ham, and he missed a whole twelve-day turnaround 'cause of it. We lacked two dollars for the rent that month, and what did Jeanne do? She loaned us the money to help us pay! Two whole dollars!"


  Cy Jameson had no questions for this eager defense witness either.


  Next, Deshler set on his repair of Clint's character. He called old L. F. Warner, whom Clint had been apprenticed to since he was twelve years old. He was almost seventy, wrinkled and walking slowly with a cane. He told the court movingly of how Clint, even as a young boy, had been scrupulously honest, and had worked as hard as two full-grown men.


  "Not once in his life has Clint ever asked me for one blessed thing. He never complained about the hard work. In fact, through the years he's thanked me, over and over again, for being so kind to him." The old man wiped a tear away from his eyes. "It got to where he was almost like a son to me, and I'm as proud of him as any father ever could be."


  Sighing, Jameson said, "I have no questions for this witness, Your Honor."


  Clint's landlady, Mrs. Archibald Bowlin, was a short, round little woman with childlike bright blue eyes and chubby pink cheeks. She wore a very obvious blonde wig of fat ringlets underneath her bonnet, with a few airy wisps of gray floating about her cherubic face. She was sworn in and gave her residence as Bowlin's Boardinghouse on Adams Avenue.


  Deshler established that she was Clint's landlady until he moved onto the Helena Rose, and then said, "Please tell the court of how you came to know Mr. Clint Hardin, and in your own words, what kind of man he is."


  "Oh, Mr. Hardin came to my boardinghouse when he was but sixteen years old," she said, fanning herself vigorously with a violently purple silk fan. "But even then he was such a fine young gentleman! So tall, so handsome, so charming! Such fine manners, so respectful he always was. And mind you, he paid his rent on time every single month of those six or so years. He loves my cooking, and always brags on it and thanks me, which is a great deal more than I can say for most of my boarders, with all their nattering and complaining.


  "Now I must say that Clint wasn't above asking me for little extra tidbits every now and then," she continued her gossipy chatter, "in particular, he loves my raspberry sponge cake. He always asked for a second piece of my raspberry sponge cake, and sometimes he'd ask the next day if there was any left, the sly thing, and I have to admit that I spoiled him somewhat, with cakes and cookies and sometimes we'd even have our own little tea, if he was in of an afternoon."


  "And what about Mr. Hardin's social life? Did he ever introduce you to any lady friends?"


  "No, he did not, though I don't mind my boarders having callers, or bringing young ladies, if they are ladies, to introduce me to them. I pick and choose my boarders, Mr. Deshler, and I only take in respectable, clean people. Oh, yes! I must tell you that Mr. Hardin is the cleanest man, the cleanest person I ever have known. He was in the kitchen all hours heating up my big copper pot for water for washing, I've never seen—"


  "Yes, Mrs. Bowlin, thank you, I believe we understand your observance of Mr. Hardin's personal habits," Deshler said with amusement. "So, you never met Mr. Hardin's friends?"


  "Of course I've met Mr. Hardin's friends," she said indignantly. "Haven't I known that scoundrel Vinnie Norville as long as I've known Mr. Hardin? And Duffy Byrne, and Eddie Long, and, oh, there are about half a dozen young men that Mr. Hardin introduced me to over the years. But no ladies, oh, no."


  "In view of your strict Christian morals, Mrs. Bowlin, do you think it possible that Mr. Hardin could not introduce you to his lady friends, because they might not be the clean respectable persons that you might countenance?"


  She stopped fanning and summoned up a surprising amount of dignity in her answer. "I think that Mr. Hardin is a discreet man that keeps himself to himself, for the most part. But in the six years I've known him, I have found him to be a kind, honest, hardworking man. And he has always, without fail, shown the utmost gentlemanly respect to me."


  "Thank you, Mrs. Bowlin. Now I am going to ask you some questions, not as Mr. Hardin's landlady, but as a lady who owns a boardinghouse. How many boarders do you have at this time?"


  "Four rooms I let out," she answered. "Right now I have three gentlemen and one lady."


  "I see. May I assume that the four boarders' rooms are in close proximity to each other?"


  She looked puzzled. "You mean, are they close together? Why, yes. It's my upstairs, you see, what used to be, until poor Mr. Bowlin passed on, the master bedroom and three other bedrooms. Two on one side of the hall and two on the other."


  Deshler said carelessly, "So the lady must be across the hall from a gentleman?"


  "Well, yes."


  "So naturally this lady and the gentleman across the hall from her are lovers?"


  Mrs. Bowlin's eyes grew as big as china plates. "What! No, sir, no sir, not in my house, not under my roof! And Miss Carew wouldn't—what kind of terrible question is that, sir? How dare you?"


  "I apologize, Mrs. Bowlin, it is quite a shocking thing to assume that just because two unrelated people live under the same roof they must, in fact, be lovers. Yes, Judge, I know, I'll stop testifying. I have no more questions for this witness."


  "Neither do I," Jameson said grumpily without even rising.


  Dr. Augustus Hightower was called to the stand, and he clinically described Jeanne's injuries, and affirmed that they were consistent with a blow from a strong person.


  Jameson asked him, "Dr. Hightower, is it possible that Mrs. Bettencourt might have received this small injury in any other way than from a blow?"


  "It is possible, but highly unlikely."


  "But couldn't she have accidentally just bruised her face in a fall?" Jameson persisted.


  Icily, Hightower replied, "The cheekbone is a curve, Mr. Jameson. Mrs. Bettencourt's cheek was contused, and her lip was abraded. If she sustained these two injuries in a fall, then she must have bounced."


  Jameson, looking chastised, gave up.


  "Judge Poynter, at this time I wish to recall Mr. Maxwell Bettencourt," Deshler said.


  Max came up to the witness box, and the judge reminded him that he was still under oath.


  Deshler crisply asked, "Mr. Bettencourt, when you went to the Helena Rose on the night of September 2, and went up to the Texas deck to Mrs. Bettencourt's cabin, did you knock?"


  "What?" he asked, startled.


  "Did you knock on the door, and announce yourself, and ask for permission to enter?"


  "Why—why, no! She's my wife! We've been married for eight years! I am her husband! Her home is my home!"


  This time Deshler didn't instruct him to simply answer the question; he seemed content to let Max bluster on.


  "So although you had not seen Mrs. Bettencourt for six years, you thought it permissible to just break into her bedroom?"


  "I didn't break in! And—and I had seen her the day before, she knew I was here and I wasn't dead and I am her husband, I have a perfect right to be in her bedroom."


  "Did you lock the door behind you?"


  "No! I know Jeanne says that I did, but she's lying. I never did any such thing."


  "Did you grab your daughter by the arm, call her a brat, haul her bodily out into the hallway, and then lock the bedroom door?"


  Bettencourt had regained his composure, and he answered with apparent deep regret, "That is not at all what happened, sir. All I wanted to do was talk to Jeanne, try to win back her love. But she had so corrupted my sweet daughter's mind against me, that Marvel panicked and kept interrupting so that it was simply impossible for me to be able to speak to Jeanne at all. I took Marvel's hand, and explained to her that we were adults, and we needed to talk about grown-up things, and we needed to talk privately." He sighed deeply. "Marvel has been thoroughly spoiled, and certainly she's not likely to obey me. I'm sure that she's said that I treated her more roughly than I actually did. I certainly did not 'grab' her nor 'haul' her. And again, sir, I never locked that bedroom door at any time."


  Like rapid-fire, as soon as Max finished Deshler asked, "Did you hit Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  "No! I—I didn't even know that she had a bruise on her face until I heard that doctor's testimony!" He visibly calmed himself, then went on, "While I was trying to talk to Jeanne, she flew at me. I don't know if she was going to try to scratch me or hit me or what. I naturally tried to defend myself, and we struggled. Jeanne is strong for a woman. Somehow she fell, and that must have been how she bruised her face."


  "When Clint Hardin came into the room, where was Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  "She was sitting on the bed when that animal came bursting into the room like a mad dog," Max said darkly. "By that time I had calmed her down somewhat, and we were just going to sit down and talk, as we used to."


  "What exactly did Mr. Hardin do when he came into the room?"


  "He charged right at me like a maddened bull. He drew very close, and then I saw a small gun in his hand. I realized later, since I am an expert on firearms, that from the diameter of the gun barrel it must be a .22 caliber or even smaller, and those guns are only accurate at a distance, at best, of six to ten feet. He aimed that gun right at my heart and he knew he would have to be close for his shot to be accurate. And then he shot me, an unarmed man, in cold blood."


  "And so, to sum up your narration of the events of that night, Mrs. Bettencourt is lying, your daughter is lying, and Clint Hardin is lying, is that correct?"


  "Well, yes."


  "How tall are you?"


  "What?"


  "How tall are you?"


  "I'm—uh—six feet tall."


  "Do bullets travel in a straight line?"


  "What?"


  "Since you are an expert on firearms, I am asking you if bullets travel in a straight line."


  "What—that's a stupid question! Of course they travel in a straight line!"


  Deshler turned to Judge Poynter. "At this time, Judge Poynter, I would like to make a demonstration to the courtroom. I request that Mr. Bettencourt stand out here, in front of the witness box, and I request that Dr. Ernest Slattery assist me."


  "Objection, Your Honor! This is a court of law, not a theater! My client has no obligation whatsoever to assist the defense!"


  Judge Poynter pursed his lips, then asked Deshler, "Is the point of the demonstration vital to an understanding of this case?"


  "Your Honor, it is absolutely crucial. The point must be visibly, not verbally, illustrated."


  "Then I'm going to allow it. Dr. Slattery, please come forward, remembering that you are still under oath."


  "At this time I would like to introduce into evidence my set of fountain pens, Your Honor," Deshler said, bringing up a velvet box to show first to the judge, then to the clerks. He walked over to the jury box and walked slowly down, allowing the men to clearly see the two slim silver pens in the blue velvet case.


  Judge Poynter looked interested, Cy Jameson looked puzzled, and Max Bettencourt looked enraged. But he said nothing, and merely stood tall and stiffly in front of the witness box.


  Deshler said, "Mr. Bettencourt, please turn to face the jury box."


  As if he were on parade, Max made a concise right turn.


  Deshler continued, "Now, Dr. Slattery, please come over here and stand at Mr. Bettencourt's left side, facing him. Thank you. Now I want you to take these two fountain pens. With one, I want you to point straight to the entry wound on Mr. Bettencourt's shoulder. With the other, I want you to point to the exit wound."


  His lip curling, the doctor placed one fountain pen against Max's shoulder and one fountain pen on the back. Carefully Deshler reached up and tipped the front pen at an angle until it pointed downward toward the floor. Then he lifted the back pen until it pointed to the ceiling.


  He came around and looked up at Max Bettencourt. "My client is six feet, two inches tall, Mr. Bettencourt. So I assume that he was on his knees when he shot you?"


  The courtroom erupted in a loud babble. Judge Poynter pounded his gavel, but with much less force than previously. It took a long time for the courtroom to quiet down to low sibilant constant whispering.


  Max started to angrily resume his seat at the prosecution table, but Deshler said, "Sir, I am not finished questioning you." Max returned to the witness chair.


  Deshler very slowly moved to stand in front of him, his back to the courtroom. He leaned on the railing and, for the first time, raised his voice in righteous indignation. "Isn't it true that you, Max Bettencourt, sneaked onto the Helena Rose in the dead of night, went into Jeanne Bettencourt's bedroom, threw your daughter out bodily, and beat Mrs. Bettencourt so that you could rape her?"


  "She's my wife! She belongs to me! I have a right to do whatever I want to her!" Max snarled, jumping to his feet, his smooth face scarlet with rage.


  Deshler turned and said quietly, "I have no more questions for him, Your Honor."


  Jameson then re-examined Max, trying to mitigate some of the damage done. He elicited more declarations of love and loyalty to Jeanne, and his longing to know his only daughter, so that he could love her as a father should, and so on and so on. Jeanne thought that Jameson sounded not half-hearted, but rather automatic, as if he were painstakingly performing a bothersome chore.


  Then it was time for Jeanne to testify. Her heart was beating like a timpani, and her hands were icy. But her gaze was direct, her expression calm, her voice quiet and sure.


  First Deshler asked her about her marriage to Max, and Jeanne explained how they had begun as what she thought was a happy couple, but soon Max was cruelly and often crudely describing his liaisons with other women. She told of how he was often gone for two or three days at a time, and in April of 1849 he left for ten days. When he returned he told her that he had been in New Orleans with one of his army comrades meeting with emissaries of the Maharajah Ranjit Singh, and of his plans to join the Khalsa and leave for the Punjab in two weeks.


  "And did you encourage him in these plans?"


  "No, sir. Even though we were—estranged—I was five months expectant with his child. I didn't want him to desert us, of course not."


  "Did you and Mr. Bettencourt agree that he should take the money out of your joint banking account?"


  "No, sir. He never mentioned it to me, and he was so confident of all of the money he would make from the Sikhs that somehow it just never occurred to me that he would leave me absolutely penniless. I know that he knew that my parents would take care of me, of course, but at the time he left my parents had been killed in an accident, and I—"


  Max jumped up and shouted, "Jeanne, darling, I didn't know that! Of course I never would have left if I had known!"


  Judge Poynter pounded his gavel and said even more harshly than he'd admonished the flighty girl in the gallery, "Sir! I will have no more such theatrics in my courtroom! If you say one more word I will have the bailiffs remove you and take you to jail immediately!"


  Smirking, Max said, "Yes, sir, Your Honor," and sat down.


  "Continue, Mr. Deshler. There will be no more such melodramatic outbursts from Mr. Bettencourt," Judge Poynter said.


  Deshler picked up a paper from his table and said, "Mrs. Bettencourt, I have here a death certificate issued by the Clerk of Court on February 8 of this year. It states that Maxwell Bettencourt, husband of Jeanne Langer Bettencourt, is declared dead in absentia. Will you explain this document to the court, please?"


  "Yes, sir. I found out that if a spouse has been missing for a period of five years, and can reasonably be assumed to be dead, the surviving spouse can attest such to the court, and then the person is legally declared to be dead. Mr. Bettencourt had been missing for more than five years, and he had been fighting in a war, and I finally decided that it was best to have him legally declared deceased."


  "Why did you feel that it was best, Mrs. Bettencourt?"


  "I knew, I had known for years that he was dead. What else could I possibly think? But there was no grave, no marker, nothing tangible for me to hold on to, to make it real. Somehow I felt that it was better both for Marvel and for me to establish his death as a fact."


  "In your mind, you honestly and completely believed yourself to be a widow?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "In your mind you believed that your marriage to Max Bettencourt had been dissolved in every sense, legally, morally, and spiritually?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Did you believe that in the eyes of God you were no longer bound to Max Bettencourt?"


  "I am a Christian, sir, and though I fail miserably sometimes, I try to seek the Lord's will and His counsel in all things that truly matter in this life. In my heart I believed that there was no longer any bond between me and Max Bettencourt, according to the will of God."


  Deshler paused; the courtroom was utterly silent.


  Then he led Jeanne through the night Max had come to the Helena Rose. Jeanne was able to keep her countenance steady all throughout the painful ordeal. She made it clear that Max had violently laid hands on Marvel, that he had brutally assaulted her, and he had made his intent to rape her very clear. Then she told of Clint suddenly charging into the room, the struggle that ensued, and that after Max had been shot Clint had clearly seen that he had received a wound in the shoulder. She spoke movingly of how bitterly poignant the scene was, of the men down on their hands and knees, scrubbing away the taint of Max Bettencourt from her life.


  She concluded, "I know that the oath of marriage I took is for life, so in my mind I know that I am Maxwell Bettencourt's wife. I made a promise before God, and I must keep that promise, and not marry again while Max is living. But that is my sole and only obligation to him. My promise is all that's left."


  Jameson cross-examined Jeanne, and tried every tactic to get her to change her story, to trip her up, to trap her. But she remained calm and steadfast, and he was unable to alter her testimony in any way. She was surprised that he didn't question her about Clint at all. What she didn't realize was that she had come across as so honorable, so chaste and pure in heart, that he felt that to insult her would only do more damage to Maxwell Bettencourt's case.


  Then Deshler called Clint to the stand. He stood, his head held high, and marched confidently to the witness stand. He appeared to be perfectly relaxed and utterly fearless. Briefly, Deshler got him to relate how he had met Jeanne, his half ownership of the Helena Rose, and the nature of the business partnership he and Jeanne had.


  Deshler said, "Mr. Hardin, I want you to describe now, in your own words, the events of the night of September 2."


  "Vince and I were returning to the Rose from town. It was about eight o'clock in the evening. When we reached the boat, I saw Marvel up at the top of the steps on the Texas deck, and she screamed, "Mr. Clint! He's hurting Mama!" So I ran as fast as I could to Mrs. Bettencourt's cabin, heard her shouting, found the door locked, and I rammed it open." He went on to describe the scene perfectly, of a man assaulting a woman. He made it clear that under any circumstances at all he would have intervened to protect the lady, whoever she was. He stressed that he had no gun, had never in fact owned or carried a gun, and that Max Bettencourt had pulled the gun on him.


  "I just saw a flash of silver, and I knew it was a gun, so I grabbed his hand. That little pistol didn't have a—uh—thing, the round piece of metal in front of the trigger—I don't know what it's called?"


  "A trigger guard, I believe," Deshler said, his gray eyes alight.


  "Yeah, a trigger guard. So as soon as I grabbed Bettencourt's hand it just went off. But until then, I had no control at all over the gun. I never touched the trigger."


  Deshler went on to lead him through the rest of the sequence of events. Clint articulately and passionately explained that he wanted to cleanse the boat of all of Max's blood, not to hide any evidence, but for Jeanne's and Marvel's sake. "As far as I was concerned, that man is as close to pure evil as it's possible to be. I didn't want Mrs. Bettencourt, or Marvel, to have one bit of his filth in their home," he growled.


  "Mr. Hardin, are you and Mrs. Bettencourt lovers?" Deshler asked.


  Clint answered soberly, "Have we engaged in the physical act of love ordained by God between a husband and wife? No. Never. Mrs. Bettencourt would never consent to such a thing, because she's a virtuous woman. And now, thanks to the Lord Jesus Christ, neither would I."


  He paused, and a small joyful smile flitted across his face. "But I want to tell you this. I love Jeanne Bettencourt with all my heart, to the depths of my soul. I would gladly give my life for her, and if I am convicted of this crime, I will happily take any punishment this court sees fit to give me. In the eyes of God I am guiltless. I am so proud, and so thankful to Him, that I was able to protect her. That's all I want from this life, to protect Jeanne and love her until the end of my days."


  [image: ]


  THE JURY DELIBERATED FOR an hour and eight minutes.


  The foreman, a rawboned farmer, stood straight and tall. "We find the defendant not guilty on all charges."


  Jeanne pushed past Vince and Ezra, ran around the defense table, and threw herself into Clint's arms. He lifted her up high. She looked down at him and through her tears said, "Thank you."


  He set her down on her feet and whispered in her ear, "This is the last time I'll say it, my darling. I love you now and forever."


  He released her then, and Jeanne turned to Nate Deshler. She said simply, "Thank you for saving my life."


  He took her hand and briefly pressed his lips to it, then smiled at her and turned away.
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  VINCE, EZRA, AND ROBERTY went to Anderton's Grocery and practically bought out the store. It took all three of them, their arms full of packages, to bring everything back to the Helena Rose. They had a twenty-five-pound ham, a smoked joint of beef, six pounds of barbecued pork, three different kinds of cheeses, lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots, radishes, green onions, apples, pears, oranges, bananas, grapes, plums, candies, bonbons, and two gallons of sparkling cider. That night there was a lavish party in Captain Jeanne's cabin on the Helena Rose.


  "Ezra, I couldn't believe you said, right to a judge's face, that you would have shot Bettencourt yourself!" Vince said merrily.


  "Dadblamed right, too. And you'll take note, Mr. Smarty-britches, thet I didn't git arrested for it, neither," Ezra retorted.


  Roberty grinned devilishly. "How'd that happen?"


  Everyone laughed, and Ezra went on, "Anyways, I'm of a mind afore the trial was over thet Judge Poynter mighta wished I woulda had the chance."


  "I wouldn't be a bit surprised, Ezra," Jeanne agreed. She was sitting in her chair, with Leo's head in her lap. He gazed up at her adoringly, though it might have had something to do with the fact that she had a bonbon in her hand. "Mr. Jameson came up to me before I could get out of the courtroom door and begged me to have Max charged with assault and battery. He swore that he would have him thrown in prison. I refused, of course. I hope I never have to see that man again as long as I live."


  "Mr. Deshler told me that Jameson told Bettencourt to get out of Memphis and never show his face here again," Clint said with satisfaction. "Bettencourt made Jameson look like a fool, and I have the impression that that's not a good thing to do to Cyrus Jameson."


  "So do you think that my daddy isn't going to come see us again, Mama?" Marvel asked hopefully.


  She was sitting on the floor in front of her dollhouse, sharing a bowl of grapes with Mrs. Topp and Avaymaria. Clint hurried to her, picked her up, and whirled her around in circles. "Don't you worry, little girl. You and your mama will never have to see him again, not as long as I'm breathin'."


  "Not as long as I'm breathin', either," Roberty put in, seated cross-legged by Marvel. "If I see him, I'm not climbing no stepladder, I'll throw the ladder at his ugly face!"


  "He is ugly, isn't he," Marvel, returned to the earth, said complacently. Clint and Jeanne exchanged amused glances.


  His brow furrowed, Vince said, "You know, there is one thing that I don't get. How come Jameson didn't tackle Jeanne about George Masters? You know, that might not have looked so good. Surely Jameson knew about him, all those toffs run and play together."


  Clint looked positively smug. "Jameson did know about him. They're friends, actually. But Bettencourt didn't know about him, there was nothing in his statements or anything said at the trial about him, so Jameson wasn't under any obligation whatsoever to put him forward, since he didn't have anything to do with that night."


  Jeanne said slowly, "I think I should tell you all this. Mr. Masters offered to pay for Clint's defense. And he offered to be a character witness for me. It would have been very scandalous and embarrassing for him to be involved, of course. I didn't realize . . . that he cared so much."


  "He did," Clint said somberly. "I saw. I knew. But who wouldn't care for you and Marvel, Captain Jeanne?"


  Murmurs of agreement came from Vince, Ezra, and Roberty. Then Vince said, "I just have one last question I gotta ask you, Clint."


  "What's that?"


  Vince grinned boyishly. "Whatever happened to gentlemen never tell?"
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  LATE THAT NIGHT, BY mutual agreement, Clint and Jeanne met down on the main deck, standing on the starboard side that faced the river. It was a cool, clean-feeling sort of night, with a low yellow harvest moon and an ivory veil over the stars. They leaned on the railing without touching each other.


  "Jeanne, I promised that I wouldn't burden you with any more declarations, and I won't," Clint said. "But I do want to tell you this. Before I really knew about my exact feelings toward you, I cared a lot about you and Marvel. I like you both, I enjoy your company. And we have a great business partnership. I—I just want to say that I hope you'll let me stay on the Helena Rose. It'll be hard, I know, for me, at least, but I don't think it will be any harder than being parted from you. But if you tell me that you feel it's not right or proper, then I'll be glad to go."


  Jeanne turned to lean back against the rail. "One thing this trial showed me is that no matter how it appears to the rest of the world, I know that it was God's will that you and I, together, inherited the Helena Rose. It has always been right and proper for us to make her our home, and it still is.


  "When I realized that I was in love with you, Clint, I thought that you didn't feel for me in that way. But I did know that you loved me and Marvel, and I treasured that love. Even though I knew how difficult it would be for me, I determined that I would never let you know how I truly felt about you. It was that important to me, to keep your friendship. And it's that important to me now. Please stay with me, Clint. This is the last time that I'll say this: I know in my heart that you are my partner, and forever you will be."


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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  At dusk the little hamlet of Helena, Arkansas, pretty much shut down. No cargo was loaded on the riverboats. The docks were deserted. The only lights on the riverfront came from the occasional lanterns lit on the steamboats overnighting there. Even the saloons and brothels, always mindful of the wrath of the Anti-Gambling Society and the Temperance Society and the strict sheriff, kept their festivities down to a subdued mumble.


  On this misty September night, there were only three steamboats docked for an overnight stay at Helena. One of them was the Helena Rose. Several bright lanterns shone through her sparkling windows, casting a golden glow around her. Voices could be heard from her, and children's laughter. The sound of a lively fiddle drifted playfully on the air. Finally the music stopped, and the steamboat grew quiet. Two figures, one slender lady and a tall broad-shouldered man, came out to stand at the railing of the lower deck. They talked quietly, the man's voice a rich baritone murmur, the lady's voice a soft airy soprano.


  Max Bettencourt stepped out of the black alley, his shoulders hunched, his chin jutting forward belligerently. He walked toward the Helena Rose, his gait a silent stamping march. As he neared the boat, he kept up his deliberate pace and slowly raised his right arm straight out, chest-high. In his hand he held a Colt .38 caliber nickel-plated revolver. The long thick silvery barrel glinted menacingly in the uncertain light.


  Clint and Jeanne heard a gunshot. Instantly Clint pushed Jeanne to the ground and threw himself on top of her.


  "Miz Langer? Mr. Hardin? Are you two all right?" Cautiously, Clint raised his head, then helped Jeanne to her feet. By the prone figure of Max Bettencourt stood Sheriff Hank Burnett, holding a gun, with grimy wisps of smoke rising from the barrel.


  When he saw Jeanne and Clint standing there unharmed, he shook his head and looked down at Max Bettencourt. Then he said regretfully, "The rule is: no guns."
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  ON THE DAY THAT Marvel Bettencourt turned eight years old, her mama married Clint Hardin. It was a crisp, cold December 5, and the snow had turned Helena, Arkansas, into a Christmas greeting card village. The couple was married in the picturesque First Baptist Church, a small square clapboard building painted white, with a modest steeple and the front door painted bright green. The church was full. Sheriff Hank Burnett gave the bride away.


  Clint and Jeanne chose to use the old Episcopal wedding vows.


  I, Jeanne Langer Bettencourt, take thee, Clinton Hardin, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse; for richer, for poorer; in sickness and in health; to love, cherish, and to obey, till death us do part, according to God's holy ordinance; and thereto I give thee my troth.


  Clint held a plain gold band and took Jeanne's left hand.


  With this ring I thee wed, with my body I thee worship, and with all my worldly goods I thee endow: In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.


  And then he added softly, "I am my beloved's, and my beloved is mine."
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