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Part One





It takes a real man to be a Missouri River pilot, and that’s why a good one draws down as high as a thousand dollars a month. If a Mississippi boat makes a good trip to New Orleans and back, its milk-fed crew think they’ve turned a trick. Bah! That’s creek navigatin’. But from St. Louis to Fort Benton and back—close on to five thousand miles, son, with cottonwood snags waitin’ to rip a hole in your bottom and the fastest current there ever was on any river darin’ your engines at every bend and with Injuns hidin’ in the bushes at the woodyard landings—that’s a hair-on-your-chest, he-man trip for you!


—Captain Louis Rosche, 1866

















Chapter 1



St. Louis, Missouri


March 1867


With a little frown, Laura Rose White turned away from the hotel window. If wishing to see her brother on his way back to the family’s temporary home could make it happen, Joe would have appeared in that pool of light created by the glowing street lamp on the corner long ago. But the streets had remained quiet the entire time Laura watched and worried—save for the night crew charged with keeping the city from drowning in manure and whatever debris the citizens of St. Louis flung or poured or spat onto the paved streets.


The familiar screech of a steamboat whistle sounded, and Laura closed her eyes. How she longed to return to the only place that would ever feel like home. She imagined herself standing next to Papa as he piloted their steamboat upriver, past forested banks and small towns, through the ever-changing river channel and, finally, to the far reaches of civilization in Montana. But Papa was gone now, and what was left of the White family was in danger of losing everything.


Rubbing her arms to keep from shivering, Laura glanced toward the polished walnut door that opened into Joe’s room. Each of the bedrooms on either side of the suite’s sitting room also had private entrances from the hall, but Joe hadn’t come in that way, either. She would have heard him. After all, she’d spent the better part of the last six nights curled up on the sofa here in the sitting room, ruminating over the problems plaguing the family business, wondering why repairs on their steamboat were taking so long, and wishing Joe were more like Papa. More forceful. More capable. More respected. More… everything. He might have passed the pilot’s examination with what Papa proudly called “flying colors,” but it took more than a license to manage everything involved in moving freight up the river many rivermen had labeled a “steamboat graveyard.” In light of the past few days, Laura was beginning to fear that Joe didn’t have “more.”


Tonight’s insomnia, however, was less about the family business woes and more about Joe’s increasing fascination with eighteen-year-old Miss Adele MacKnight. As if the family didn’t have enough problems, Joe was spending time with a young lady. And not just any young lady. A MacKnight, for goodness’ sake.


As faint, predawn light began to filter in through the tall windows, Laura looked from the doorway of the room she and Mama shared to Joe’s door and the empty room beyond and, finally, back out the window, past the street lamp on the corner, and toward the St. Louis levee.


Mama said that worry was a sin. “Be anxious for nothing,” she said. Laura might not know the chapter and verse, but she’d seen Mama live it. She was living it right now, because instead of worrying about Joe and Adele MacKnight or business or anything else, Mama was snoring in the next room. How had Papa slept through it? Maybe he snored worse.


Mama had always been the keeper of the family faith. The closest Laura could come to praying was talking to Papa. Please, Papa. Would you talk to God and ask Him to help us? I’m sick of carpeted floors and heavy draperies and luncheon in that musty hotel dining room. I miss Bird’s cooking and… and I just want to go home.


Captain Jacob and Mrs. Margaret White and their two children had lived aboard steamboats for as long as Laura could remember. They’d journeyed through the deep waters of the Mighty Mississippi on floating palaces that took them all the way down to New Orleans and faced the challenges of the Big Muddy, when Papa took charge of humble, stern-wheeled mountain boats half the size of their more impressive side-wheel sisters.


Papa always said there was nothing on earth quite as satisfying as besting the Big Muddy, and he was right—as far as Laura was concerned. She and Joe and Mama needed to get back on that water, and soon. Every single day they spent in this infernal hotel, every meal they had to buy in the dining room, drained their already suffering bank account. And what was Joe doing about it? Laura snorted softly. He was calling on Finn MacKnight’s younger sister. Glory be.


What on earth Joe saw in rude, bombastic, rabble-rousing Finn MacKnight, Laura could not imagine. And yet Joe had called the man “friend” for years. He’d refused to blame that friendship for his own past problems with strong drink, in spite of the fact that MacKnight had very nearly gotten Joe thrown in jail for public drunkenness more than once.


Images flashed in her mind of Papa hauling his drunken son up the gangplank and on board the Morning Star, the packet they’d lived on before the Laura Rose. She remembered the tears Mama had shed and finally, kind, gentle Papa’s voice raised in anger as he fired Finn MacKnight and banished him from ever working on a steamer piloted by Jacob White again. The attempt to end MacKnight’s influence in Joe’s life had worked—for a while. But now the Whites were stuck in St. Louis waiting for one of the steamboat’s boilers to be replaced, and who had Joe taken up with again but Finn MacKnight—and his sister.


Laura began to pace. Past Joe’s bedroom door, over to Mama’s room, and then to the windows and back again, in a triangular path that would eventually wear down the fine hotel carpet if Laura had to spend many more nights like this one. She had to do something. The question was… what? She had no more say over the family business than Logjam, the fearsome-looking dog they’d rescued off a pile of floating debris a few years ago. And she had even less to say about Joe’s friendship with the MacKnights. He’d made that very clear a few days ago.


Laura and Mama had come back to the hotel after meeting with Bird and Hercules Perrin, the cooks who reigned over the galley aboard Captain White’s steamboats. Mama wanted to linger in a shop, and Laura decided to talk to Joe—again—about the need to replace the engineer who’d somehow overlooked the fault in the boiler welds. As she was passing the hotel dining room, there was Joe, seated at a table for four. Socializing instead of pounding the pavement in search of a contract and a crew. Laura bustled upstairs, and when Joe finally returned to the suite, she was waiting. But she’d barely said a word when Joe raised his hand to silence her.


“The boiler is taking longer than we expected. There’s nothing we can do about that but wait. I told you I’d hire the crew—including a new engineer—and I will. As to contracts for freight, I’ve made contacts, but there’s no point in pursuing them until we have a packet to load. And if I want to have a nice lunch with friends in the meantime, I’m going to do it.”


Laura bit her lower lip to keep from starting an argument. The last thing she wanted to do was turn into one of those women who made a vocation of nagging the men in their lives. If she felt trapped, that wasn’t Joe’s fault. He hadn’t created the world in which a woman with a head for business or a talent for piloting a steamboat was little more than an annoying oddity.


But if women couldn’t be licensed to pilot steamboats, why had God given Laura the talent for it? And she did have talent. “No one reads the water like you, Laura,” Joe had said. “I’d give anything for that gift.”


Joe’s expression softened. He patted the gloved hand she’d put on his arm and gentled his voice. “I understand your being worried. We’ve had a run of bad luck, and this is hard on all of us. I also understand that you might have certain reservations when it comes to the MacKnights. But, Laura, Fiona is—”


“A lovely Christian woman,” Laura interrupted. “I know that. Mama said as much.”


He arched one eyebrow as he peered down at her. “You’ve been checking up on the MacKnights, have you?”


“Not in the way you mean. I merely asked Mama if she’d called on the elder Miss MacKnight since we’ve been back in St. Louis. It would be perfectly natural, given their past acquaintance.”


“ ‘Past acquaintance’ being a euphemism, I suppose, for family commiserating with one another in regards to their wandering sons and brothers?”


Laura ignored the jab. “As I said, Mama speaks well of Miss Fiona MacKnight. Says she’s a lovely woman, even if she is a bit—frozen in time.” When Joe grinned, she sniffed, “You know what I mean.”


“I do. But Finn’s older sister hasn’t really had much chance to be anything else. She was only in her twenties when Adele arrived on her doorstep. Not that that was easy on Adele, either. Can you imagine being raised by people who don’t want you?” He shuddered. “If it’s any comfort to you, I’m not aware of Adele’s displaying a single tendency toward rabble-rousing. She’s charming and, from what I’ve seen, every inch a lady. And no matter what you think, my past difficulties were not Finn’s fault.”


They were not going to agree on the matter of Finn MacKnight, and there was no point in having a fight about it. “I know I shouldn’t judge,” Laura said. “I’m just—protective of you.”


“In case you haven’t noticed, sister, I’m all grown up.”


“Of course I’ve noticed,” Laura said. “And so has every other young lady who’s seen you since we’ve been stuck in this hotel.” She smiled. “You turn heads, Joseph. You’re a handsome steamboat pilot who’s inherited controlling interest in a nearly new packet. People assume you have money now. Don’t you see how romantic that is?”


Joe frowned. “So Adele is interested in me only because she thinks I’m rich?”


Adele was interested. Oh, dear. Laura took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean it that way.”


“Good. And for your information, I do not turn heads. That’s Finn’s calling, not mine.”


“He’s dark and dangerous-looking,” Laura said. “You’re the blond-haired boy every mother hopes her daughter will bring home one day.” She hesitated before adding, “All I’m saying is that there could be more to Miss MacKnight’s interest in you than you’ve realized.”


“That’s enough,” Joe said, as he strode toward his room. “You’ve done your sisterly duty, and now I really must insist that you mind your own business.”


Joe had been out late every one of the three nights since that conversation, and as far as Laura knew he’d made no headway solving any of the business problems. Business. Laura stopped pacing. That was the real worry, after all. The White family packet had had more than her share of trouble since Papa died: broken spars (both of them on the same stretch of river), groundings, storms, flaming arrows from Indians, a leak in the hull that ruined cargo, and a small kitchen fire. Last year’s shipping season had been fraught with near disasters, to the point that Joe had begun to doubt himself as a pilot. And now they had to replace one of the boilers. Had that problem gone undiscovered, it could have caused a disastrous explosion.


Some of the old-timers on the river had begun to hint that “old” Captain White’s new packet had fallen prey to a curse. One absurd rumor reported that, on the night of a full moon, a roustabout had looked up at the wheelhouse and seen the ghost of Captain Jacob White standing at the ship’s wheel—in the very spot where he’d dropped dead two years ago. No one seemed to question the roustabout’s sobriety at the moment of his chilling vision. Nor did anyone wonder how a man could look up from the levee and recognize the man at the wheel. Or, for that matter, know that Papa’s supposed ghost was standing “in the very spot where he dropped dead only two years ago.” Of course logic didn’t matter when it came to superstition. Things like that slithered in and out of the saloons on the levee with amazing speed.


Was that the reason Joe was having trouble hiring a crew? Were people afraid to work aboard the Laura Rose? The Laura Rose. Laura would never forget the day a little over two years ago when Papa had led her, blindfolded, down to the levee. When he removed the blindfold, he directed her gaze upward. “Look carefully, now. There’s a new piano just waiting for Mama in the dining saloon, and Joe’s to be first pilot. But there’s a surprise for you, too.”


When Laura saw her own name spelled out in tall, black letters just below the wheelhouse windows, Papa laughed out loud. She could still hear his booming voice. “Now, that’s a banner headline for the Daily Democrat if ever there was one: ‘Jacob White’s Daughter Speechless.’ ”


Swiping at bitter tears, Laura returned to the sitting room sofa and lay down in a vain attempt to sleep. Moments became an hour and one hour became two. As Laura fidgeted, the silence in the empty hotel room where Joe should have been sleeping seemed to seep through the closed door and form a cloud of worry that enveloped the sitting room in unrelenting gloom.


A thump in the hall just outside the sitting room door made her jump. It was odd how every little sound caught her attention here at the hotel. Folks who’d never traveled by steamer sometimes complained of the noise, wandering the decks, deprived of sleep and longing for silence. Laura loved every whistle, every groan, every holler, every creak. But here at the hotel, whispers in the hall could wake the girl who’d never had trouble sleeping on board a clattering, creaking pile of wood powered by a growling, grunting steam engine.


She sat up with a frown, listening intently. Muffled laughter. Definitely coming from Joe’s room. A thud. Laura looked at the door. Another thud. And… laughter? What on earth… and then… a crash. And a moan. A moan?


Rushing across the room, Laura grasped the brass doorknob and flung open the door. “Joe? Joe… what’s wrong? What’s—” The words died in her throat as she caught sight of her bleary-eyed brother sitting on the edge of the bed, his coat off, his waistcoat and shirt unbuttoned, his tie dangling.


“Hey… Lllrrruuuh,” he drawled, “iss okay…”


But it wasn’t any kind of “okay.” After nearly two years of hard-won sobriety, Joe reeked of strong drink. And the person to blame was kneeling on the floor, helping Joe take off his shoes.


“Finn brought me home.” Joe pawed his friend’s shoulder. “Heeesss a good fren’.”


Friend? Laura stared at MacKnight. When had Finn MacKnight ever been a good friend—at least in the true sense of that word? If it weren’t for his “friend,” Joe would never have had to learn how to stay sober in the first place. Rage clogged Laura’s throat. The words she wanted to cast at the man couldn’t get out. Instead, she stood motionless, trembling.


MacKnight moved first. Standing, he grasped Joe by the shoulders and pushed him back. Joe murmured something as his legs were lifted onto the bed, and MacKnight literally launched himself across the room to grab the pitcher off the nightstand. He barely managed to get it in place before everything in Joe’s stomach came rushing up and out.


Laura took a step back, nauseated by the smell of alcohol and vomit.


“Go,” MacKnight said. “I’ll see to him.”


The very sound of the man’s voice made Laura want to scream. Instead, she backpedaled to retrieve the pitcher of clean water from the washstand in the room she and Mama shared. At least Mama was still asleep. That was something. Donning her wrapper, Laura returned to Joe’s room where MacKnight was busy undressing him. He stopped when Laura came in.


She unlatched the window and threw up the sash, then took a deep breath of the cool, fresh air. The indigo sky was fading to pale gray-blue. MacKnight had kept Joe out all night. How could he seem so unaffected? Maybe he’d left off drinking a while ago. Maybe he wasn’t as vulnerable to the effects as a man who hadn’t imbibed for nearly two years.


Taking a deep breath, Laura said, “There is no need to make a pretense at protecting my female naiveté. As you no doubt recall, I’ve spent many a night tending my brother when he was this way.” It was all she could do to swallow the rest of the venom she wanted to spew. She spoke over her shoulder. “You should be the one to go.”


“I will,” he said. “In a moment.”


Laura heard the rattle of a belt buckle, the sound of cloth sliding across cloth as MacKnight slipped off Joe’s pants. “I’ve covered him up. Can you get his shirt while I hold him?”


She didn’t have the energy to argue with him. It was taking all of her meager stores of self-control not to scream like a madwoman. And so she swallowed and did as MacKnight suggested. He lifted Joe to a sitting position and then perched on the edge of the bed and cradled Joe against him while Laura pulled the shirt off. It had not fared well through the night. With a grimace, Laura balled it up and stuffed it into the laundry bag hanging on a hook by the door. MacKnight lowered Joe back to the bed.


“Is there anything else I can do for you before I leave? I’ve—I’d stay, but—there’s someone waiting.”


Of course. There would be “someone” waiting, wouldn’t there? Laura resisted the urge to ask her name. At least Joe hadn’t brought that vice to his hotel room. And what, she wondered, would the Misses MacKnight think if they knew about that?


MacKnight went to the door, then hesitated, his hand on the brass knob. “The hotel staff is discreet, Miss White. You won’t need to worry about gossip. For your mother’s sake, I mean.”


Ah. So the fact that there was some trollop waiting in the lobby wouldn’t be noised about. How thoughtful of him to reassure her.


MacKnight retreated to the nightstand and reached for the pitcher. “I’ll… um… empty this.”


“You’ve done quite enough.” Laura nodded toward the door. “Please. Just go.”


MacKnight dropped his hand. With a last look at Joe, he nodded. “As you wish.”


Laura followed him out of the room, leaving Joe’s door cracked open behind her. When MacKnight turned left and headed for the stairs, Laura turned right and made her way to the water closet shared by the entire floor. She emptied and rinsed the pitcher, then refilled it with fresh water before hurrying back to Joe’s room. He was asleep, his breathing deep and even.


It took Laura a moment to move the washstand near enough to his bed so that if he was sick again, he’d be able to reach the bowl. By the time she was finished, anger and resentment had transformed, plunging her to the brink of despair. Back out in the small parlor, she returned to the window, looking out on the city. A whistle sounded from the direction of the river. On the street below, a horse-drawn streetcar appeared from around the corner, pulled by a team of bays that seemed already weary of the work. Laura leaned forward until her forehead was touching the cool windowpane. Closing her eyes, she wept.















Chapter 2



As Adele sat in the hotel lobby waiting for Finn, fear clutched at her midsection. A fear even worse than what she’d felt when Papa died. She’d felt both afraid and forlorn back then. But the alarm inspired by Finn’s barely disguised rage tonight when she disobeyed him had nearly taken her breath away.


She should have done what he said and stayed behind at home while he saw to Joe. But Adele had always had better luck getting men to see things her way. Now, as the moments ticked by and she sat alone in the hotel lobby, she began to doubt that she’d made the right choice.


She looked toward the hotel doors. Maybe she should go now. It would give Finn time to cool off before she had to face him. Fiona would be in bed by now. She almost rose to leave, but then Finn’s words rang in her ears.


“You wait here,” he’d said between clenched teeth. “And so help me God, if I come back down here and you’re gone—I’ll march you to the nearest convent and give the nuns whatever it takes to convince them to throw away the key to your room.” And with that, he’d slung Joseph over his shoulder and carried him up the stairs and out of sight.


Adele had always known that Finn was a powerful man, but the way he carried six-foot Joseph White—why, it was as if Joseph was nothing more than a rag doll. Just thinking of the look in Finn’s eyes and the power in his stride as he hurried away almost made her feel ill with fear. Breathe. Breathe. Think. Think. Finn had never harmed her, but she had never seen him this angry, either.


“Are you all right, miss?” The hotel desk clerk stepped out from behind his polished desk and crossed the lobby to check on her.


“Oh, yes,” Adele lied. “I’m fine, thank you. I’m just waiting for my brother. He—um—he was seeing a friend of ours to his room.”


The clerk cocked one eyebrow. “And who would that friend be?”


“Mr. Joseph White,” Adele said and lifted her chin. “Captain Joseph White of the Laura Rose. I’m certain you’ve heard of him.”


The clerk nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He clucked his tongue in mock sympathy. “Sad, the run of bad luck they’ve had since the old captain passed on.”


“Yes.” Adele nodded. “Those of us who are their friends are doing what we can to help.” And they were. Joseph had seemed so discouraged when first he came looking for Finn a few days ago. Finn had gone with Joseph to speak to someone about repairing a boiler. He’d helped write the newspaper advertisement intended to attract crew. And that had been the beginning of… everything, at least as far as Adele was concerned.


Fiona had invited Joseph to eat supper with them that first evening. Adele had noticed Joseph noticing her, and she’d made it a point to make him smile. He’d said something about how she’d grown into a lovely young woman. After that, Joseph found a reason to stop by every single day. Finn and Joseph and Fiona and Adele even dined together at the hotel where Joseph and his family were staying. When Adele wondered aloud about why Joseph’s mother and sister didn’t join them, Fiona leaned close and shushed her. Which of course meant that Adele had, once again, said something of which Fiona did not approve.


Joseph, on the other hand, seemed to delight in every word Adele said. He began to look less glum. He even kissed her once—a very chaste kiss, but a kiss, nevertheless. Everything had been going along wonderfully. Until tonight.


Looking toward the stairs, Adele wondered what horrible thing had happened to land Joseph in the gutter. Or almost in the gutter, anyway. She wondered what was happening upstairs, and she had almost decided to ascend and walk down the hall in hopes of hearing—or seeing—something that would tell her, when Finn finally came bounding back down the stairs. Adele rose to meet him, but instead of offering his arm and leading the way outside and toward home, Finn said they needed to talk and he didn’t want to chance Fiona’s overhearing their conversation.


“We’ll talk here,” he said. “Follow me.” Then he shoved his hands in his pockets and led the way down the deserted hallway off the lobby, past the shops that catered to the hotel clientele, and to the far end of the hall where the hotel had set up a rather dreary attempt at a café, just outside the ballroom entrance.


It was an eerie experience, following Finn’s hulking form through the shadows, hearing her own footsteps echo across the empty space. When Finn pulled out a bentwood chair and ordered Adele to sit down, she complied, clutching her hands in her lap.


He sat opposite her, leaning forward as he spat out the words, “What in the name of all that is holy are you up to, you little minx? And don’t you dare lie to me.”


Adele swallowed. It would not do to let her fear show. Taking a deep breath, she said quietly, “I don’t know why you’d think I’d lie.” She forced herself to meet Finn’s flashing dark eyes. “Everything happened just the way I said it did. Milton Lawrence was walking me home from the ice cream social, and we saw a man stumble and fall. Milton rushed to his aid, and that’s when I realized it was Joseph—Captain White—in an… umm… compromising condition.” She feigned wide-eyed innocence. “Surely you wouldn’t have wanted me to leave him there? What if he’d been discovered by the police? Or robbers?”


Finn leaned back. “You say Lawrence was walking you home.”


Adele nodded.


“From the ice cream social Fiona helped organize.”


Again, Adele nodded.


Finn folded his arms across his chest. “The last time I attended with Fiona, the Presbyterian church wasn’t anywhere near the saloons on the levee.”


Adele swallowed. She ducked her head in what she hoped was a convincing display of feminine modesty. “Milton wanted me to walk down to the levee. I think he’s jealous, although I can’t imagine why. Joseph is your friend. I’m just in the way when the two of you get to talking about steamboating. But I mentioned Joseph’s coming to dinner at our house and then our dining at the hotel with him, and before I knew what had happened, Milton was boasting about his uncle’s side-wheeler and coaxing me to walk with him to see it.”


“In the dark?”


Adele shrugged. “I know it was a bit scandalous. We should have had a chaperone, but Fiona was busy and—She approves of Milton. You can ask her. Besides that, Milton’s a perfect gentleman. And it wasn’t all that dark, anyway. Most of the steamboats’ dining saloons were lighted up from within. Many of the cabins, too.” She sighed. “It was really quite beautiful, and we didn’t plan on being gone long. I doubt anyone would have even noticed our absence—if Milton hadn’t behaved like a boor.”


She didn’t really care what people thought, but it wouldn’t do to be quite so honest. She dared a glance in Finn’s direction. “It was just a walk. I gave Milton what he wanted—which was admiration of his uncle’s steamboat—and then we headed home. As I said, he was a complete gentleman. Until we encountered poor Joseph.” She paused. “And then Milton—Well, I got very angry when he said something rude about Joseph. You know how I can be. You and I both have our papa’s temper.” When Finn said nothing, Adele continued, “I’m afraid I slapped him, and then I ran home to get you.” She let a tear trickle down her cheek. “I don’t see why you’re angry with me. It was all very upsetting, and I was just trying to be a good friend to Joseph.”


“What is this ‘Joseph’ nonsense, anyway? You’ve been raised to know better than to assume such familiarity with a man you aren’t related to.”


What did Finn know about how she’d been raised? He hadn’t been around for most of it. On the other hand, when a man was angry, a girl might just as well agree with him than stir him up even more. “You’re right,” she said quickly. “I just—I feel so badly about all his troubles.” She sighed. “And I admit it. I think about him a lot. I enjoy his company. Maybe I do have… hopes.” She allowed a prim little smile. “You’ve seen Milton Lawrence. Can you blame me?”


Finn gulped. For a fleeting moment, Adele thought he might laugh. But he recovered quickly, and once again she was looking at the stern-faced half brother she’d been dumped on years ago—the half brother who’d spent most of those years away from home, either on the river or in the war. The half brother who had the gall to sit there and pontificate about how well she’d been “raised.” The fact was, she barely knew Finn. The brunt of raising her had fallen to Fiona, who’d done her duty with a determination that would have been admirable if it hadn’t been so… dutiful.


Two years ago, not long after Adele turned sixteen, Fiona had begun to hint about this young man or that in the church congregation. When Milton Lawrence’s name kept getting repeated, Adele realized that Fiona was bent on marrying her off. After all, Papa’s estate wouldn’t be divided until Adele was twenty-one—unless she married. And weren’t they all weary of waiting?


Now Adele was eighteen, and three more years of waiting had begun to look like a lifetime. She supposed Finn might be tired of waiting, too. Maybe they were already rich, and they just didn’t know it. Maybe Finn didn’t have to worry about getting a new job, now that he’d stopped being so wild. He might even be able to afford to buy his own steamboat, if only they didn’t have to wait three more years. In which case, Adele thought, Finn should be happy about her interest in Joseph White. Unless, of course, Finn thought Adele wasn’t worthy of his friend.


Maybe that was why he was so angry right now. Maybe Joseph liked her more than he’d let on, Finn knew that, and he didn’t approve. As if Finn had a right to look down his nose at anyone. Adele could not understand why Fiona fawned over their brother the way she did. Oh, Finn was charming and handsome, but to see him through Fiona’s eyes, you’d think Finn Graham MacKnight was going to be the next president of the recently re-United States.


Fiona had worried herself sick the entire time that Finn was off marching into God-knew-what during the rebellion. She’d rolled bandages and made little sewing kits for the soldiers until one would have thought that winning the war was entirely up to her.


As for Finn, he’d come home as if he’d been on an extended hiatus with his best friends. People talked about the “horrors of war,” but as far as Adele could tell, Finn hadn’t been horrified. He’d returned to his old ways, drinking and womanizing and giving pious Fiona even more reason to pray.


Well, no matter what Fiona and Finn did or said, Adele was not going to marry boring, beak-nosed Milton Lawrence who, at the ripe old age of twenty-two, was already the victim of a receding hairline. Not with someone like rich, handsome Captain Joseph White smiling that way every time he saw her.


Joseph had to be at least a little rich… didn’t he? Even with the problems he’d talked about with Finn. After all, he owned the Laura Rose. And even if he wasn’t all that rich, that kiss had made her feel… well, she wasn’t quite certain what to call the emotion that had stirred deep inside her when Joseph’s lips touched hers. But whether she could name it or not, she wanted to feel it again. Often. What’s more, Joseph was part of a devoted, close-knit family. What would it be like to be part of a family like that? To be the girl who made two nice women’s son and brother happy—instead of the disliked half sister they couldn’t wait to get rid of? She meant to find out.


Adele swallowed. She had to be very careful with Finn just now. She must seem inclined to please. It would not do to pick a fight. Not tonight. And so she gave Finn her most innocent smile as she said, “When we were sitting on the front porch the other night after supper—when you’d gone inside to get those foul-smelling cigars you love—Joseph said I made him laugh. He said it was nice to laugh in such lovely company.” When Finn remained silent, she continued, “He even told me about the apple orchard. And how you took the blame he deserved and never let anyone know that he was the one who threw a rotten apple at that parson.” She gave him her wide-eyed, admiring look. “I’m so thankful you were home tonight, Finn. I was just plain terrified that something awful would happen to Joseph before we got back.”


“Which brings me to my next question.” Again, Finn leaned forward. “I told you to stay at home. I told you I’d handle it. But you followed me. Why didn’t you do as you were told?”


Because I wasn’t about to stay home and chance another one of Fiona’s tongue-lashings. Of course she couldn’t say that, either. Finn would never allow Adele the Upstart to criticize Saint Fiona. “I should have obeyed. I’m sorry. I just—I just couldn’t sit there alone, worrying.” Finally, the tears came. Goodness, but it had taken her long enough to muster them. Her voice wavered as she repeated, “I’m sorry.”


Finn studied her for a moment. She swiped at a tear. Looked down at her gloved hands. Finally, he rose to his feet. His voice was a bit softer as he reached for her arm. “We’d better get you home. Fiona’s going to be fit to be tied. She had to be expecting you to be there when she returned from the social.”


Adele bit her lip, then confessed that, before running after Finn, she’d arranged her pillows and bedding so that if Fiona checked Adele’s room, it would appear that she was fast asleep. “I didn’t want her to worry needlessly,” she said. When Finn stopped in his tracks and looked down at her, Adele didn’t need the glow of light from a street lamp to know that he was frowning with disapproval. She gave a little shrug and a sigh. “I suppose you never did such a dastardly thing when you were only eighteen.”


He barely managed to mask a chuckle this time. In fact, he had to clear his throat more than once before he managed to speak. “First of all, we both know that society is not nearly as forgiving when it comes to a young lady’s reputation. Things that people might overlook in a boy can ruin a young lady’s life. You know very well what my own mistakes have cost me.” He paused. Cleared his throat. Finally, he said, “Adele, being like me is hardly the thing to recommend you to St. Louis society or, for that matter, to Joe’s mother and sister. If you truly are bent on pursuing…”


His voice just sort of faded away. And just like that, with what she took to be Finn’s understanding, if not his outright approval, of her intentions, all of Adele’s disconnected longings, each one of Joseph’s recent smiles, and a single, somewhat chaste kiss, distilled into one earnest desire. She was indeed bent on pursuing Joseph. On escaping Fiona’s self-righteous do’s and demanding don’ts. On becoming a steamboat captain’s wife. The very idea of standing up on the texas deck of the Laura Rose and waving good-bye to St. Louis sent a thrill down to her very toes. The idea of sharing the captain’s cabin with Joseph set her heart racing.


They were nearly back to the house when Finn rumbled, “Let’s agree that if Fiona is still up, you’ll hurry on to bed and let me handle things.”


“With pleasure,” Adele said. They’d taken a few more steps before she braved a question. “Does that mean you believe me about—everything? That you approve of me and Joseph?”


“It means,” he said, “that I want things said in a way that spares Fiona as much worry as possible. You and I have both given her enough of that for a lifetime.”


Fiona. Of course. He always thought of Fiona first.
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As dawn tinted the eastern sky pink, Laura dressed and left the hotel. She was more exhausted than ever, but she had to do something to keep Mama from suspecting the truth about Joe. Making her way down the stairs and across the hotel lobby, she paused outside just long enough to take a deep breath of fresh air and to cast a longing glance toward the levee. Finally, turning her back on the river, she made her way up to a small café across the street from a pharmacy. She ordered coffee, and the moment there was a sign of life inside, she crossed over—narrowly missing landing one booted foot in a steaming pile of manure—and pounded on the door. “I am so sorry to bother you at this early hour,” she said when the pharmacist finally answered, “but I wonder if you have any dyspeptic tea already mixed? My brother is quite ill.”


The flustered proprietor motioned for her to come in. As he moved about behind the battered counter taking up this tin or that apothecary jar, he grumbled about the hour, the weather, the condition of the streets, and sundry other issues. With a pinch of this and a palmful of that, the balding old man mixed a quarter pound of various aromatic herbs that he assured Laura would create the best dyspeptic tea known to man. One bag ready, he reached for another jar. “Alternate with mint tea for best results,” he said and, without waiting for Laura to agree to the additional purchase, prepared a small sack of that. “You’ll also want some ginger for—”


“Thank you,” Laura said quickly, “but I must go. Perhaps I’ll return later for the ginger.”


Weary and out of breath, she fumbled the key in the hotel room door lock, startled when the door opened from the inside, and there stood Mama in her dressing gown. “When I woke and you were gone, I was worried. You should have left a note.”


“I’m sorry,” Laura said. “You were snoring when I—”


“Snoring? Don’t be ridiculous. I do not snore.” Mama pulled Laura into the room and closed the door, eyeing the packages. “I smell mint?”


“Joe was feeling poorly”—Laura held up one sack—“dyspeptic tea.” She held up the other. “Which the pharmacist suggested I alternate with mint. He wanted me to buy some ginger as well, but I suspect he was just exacting financial revenge for my insisting that he open up so early.”


“Insisting?”


“I pounded on the door until he answered.”


Mama gazed toward Joe’s bedroom door. “Joseph called out in his sleep. He was having a bad dream.” She reached for the bags still clutched in Laura’s gloved hand. “Let us make very strong tea. Gallons of it.”


Laura’s heart lurched. Joseph. Mama called Joe that only when she was upset with him. “I was in such a hurry, I forgot to ask the desk clerk to have a pot of hot water brought up so that I can make it.” She turned toward the door, intending to leave again. “I… um… I’m sorry Joe’s being ill woke you. I’ll tend him, Mama. And don’t worry. I’m certain he’ll be fine. I don’t think it’s anything serious.”


“Raising the window was a good idea,” Mama said. “You might take the shirt he’s nearly ruined down with you to have it laundered.” She opened one of the bags of herbs and inhaled the aroma. “Tea may settle his stomach, but I don’t suppose it’ll do much for the headache he’s bound to have.” Her voice wavered. “He needs to get back on that river. He just doesn’t do well in the city.” She cleared her throat. “Strong tea every hour, I think. Until he realizes the dangers of risking such ‘illness.’ ”


“I’m certain it isn’t dangerous, Mama.”


“That would depend on your definition of the term.” Mama headed for Joe’s room, pausing in the doorway just long enough to say, “Would you mind opening the rest of the windows, dear? We need fresh air. You’re kind to want to protect me and Joseph, but the stench of drunkenness is nearly impossible to hide. Especially from an angry mother.”















Chapter 3



“Mama?”


Laura stood in the doorway watching as her bleary-eyed brother lifted his head from his pillow and squinted at the little woman jerking the drapes open to allow sunlight to pour into his room.


“Yes, Joseph,” Mama said. “You called out in your sleep earlier.”


“I woke you? I’m sorry, Mama.”


Mama motioned for Laura to come near. “Laura’s made you some tea. Sit up, now, and have a sip.”


Joe groaned. “Can it wait until I…”


Mama’s voice was firm as she said, “It cannot. There is cargo to load and a steamboat to pilot. And before any of that can happen, we must deal with whatever is going on with you.” She motioned for Laura to hand him the steaming cup of tea. “Drink it, now. A strong cup every hour. That’s what the doctor ordered.”


“D-doctor?” Joe laid his head back on his pillow. “I don’t need a doctor.” He grimaced at Laura. “Did you call a doctor?”


Laura shook her head.


“You did,” Mama said, “when you called out in your sleep. I heard you and here I am, and I am quite certain I am all the doctor you’ll be needing today.” She paused. “Unless, of course, you decide to repeat this foolishness. In which case you will most definitely need a physician, because I will sew you between the sheets while you sleep and knock some sense into you. Now sit up and drink this tea.”


Joe sat up and drank the tea.


“Good. Now sleep. I’ll be back with more in an hour.” Mama headed for the door. “And try to groan less, Joseph. It’s unbecoming. There is no need to sound like a bull elephant in search of a mate.”


Laura slapped her hand over her mouth as she retreated into the parlor. When Mama closed the door to Joe’s room, she began to laugh. “Land sakes, Mama. A bull elephant?”


Mama grinned. “Your papa took me to the circus when we were courting. It was quite… memorable.” She put her hand to her waist. “My stomach just growled.” She looked toward Joe’s room. “I don’t think we dare leave him alone right now, but I’d love some eggs. And toast. And potatoes. And sausage, if they have it. On second thought, never mind the sausage. I don’t imagine Joe would appreciate that aroma until we’ve settled his stomach.”


“I could have a tray brought up,” Laura said. “Would you like orange juice as well?”


“That would be lovely.”


And it was.


Mama made good on her promise to treat Joe’s “dyspepsia” with a vengeance. After only a few hours, he was begging Mama to let him get dressed—and to leave off making him drink tea. “I’m going to float away.”


“Indeed you are,” Mama said. “On a steamboat, with not one drop of strong drink to distract you from the important job of being a proper Missouri River pilot.”


With a sigh, Joe confessed, “Problems just keep piling up.” He sounded miserable. He looked over at Laura, who was standing in the doorway, his freshly laundered shirt over her arm. “I talked things over with Finn and… I thought I could handle it, but then I couldn’t, and I thought, Just one little drink.”


Mama put her hands on her hips. “And of course everyone knows that strong drink is the perfect solution to problems. Why, solutions just magically show themselves when a man launches himself onto waves of bourbon and gin.” She motioned with both hands, like a dancer mimicking a pounding surf.


Joe shook his head. “I’m sorry for putting you both through this.” He glanced at Laura. “Thank God for Finn.”


Laura sputtered. “Don’t you dare thank the Almighty for the man who dragged you back down into the muck!”


Joe frowned. “What are you talking about? The only thing he did was pick me up off the street and haul me back here. Last night was completely my doing.” He rubbed the stubble on his chin with the back of one hand as he muttered, “And now that I think of it… I wonder how…” He groaned. “I have to apologize to Adele. She must have been terrified.”


Mama looked over at Laura. When Laura shook her head—I don’t know what he’s talking about—Mama asked, “What does Finn’s younger sister have to do with any of this?”


Joe frowned. “I don’t remember… exactly. But I think she… No, she was with someone.” He thought for a moment. Finally, an odd smile replaced the frown. He motioned for the shirt. “I need to get dressed. I have to find both her and Finn and apologize.”


Mama intercepted the shirt as Laura moved to hand it over. “If Miss MacKnight witnessed last evening’s debacle, I have no doubt you owe her an apology. But that will have to wait until the effects are fully eradicated.”


“I’m fine, Mama.”


“You are not fine. You are ‘hung over,’ as they say.” Mama shook her head. Her voice wavered as she said, “I cannot believe we are back in this place, Joseph.”


“We aren’t,” Joe said quickly. “I mean it. I just—I lost hope for a moment.” When Mama opened her mouth to speak, Joe hurried to say, “I know. I know. ‘Only a weak man seeks solace in a saloon in place of solutions.’ ”


Mama smiled. Nodded. “Indeed. And it’s even more critical that you believe that if you are thinking of courting that young lady.”


“I’m not.”


“Ah, but you are,” Mama said gently.


After a moment, Joe nodded. “Yes… I suppose I am. Do you mind?”


Mama seemed to ponder before answering. “I don’t think it’s a particularly fortuitous time,” she said. “But once you’ve completed the first trip upriver, our situation should be markedly improved—right?”


Joe nodded. “A good trip would do wonders.”


“Then perhaps you’ll want to ask permission to correspond with the young lady while we are gone.”


Joe nodded, then looked Laura’s way. “Please don’t make assumptions about the MacKnights.” He glanced over at Mama and then back at Laura. “Finn has reformed, and Adele is—Well, I think she’s enchanting.”


Laura took Joe’s empty cup and retreated into the other room, relieved to escape all the talk of Finn and Adele MacKnight. She didn’t really know Adele, but it would take more than a testimonial from Joseph to convince her that Finn MacKnight had changed. Not long after Papa fired Finn for being a bad influence on Joe, the close-knit world of pilots had resonated with news about MacKnight’s continued bad behavior. Something about his being drunk at the wheel of another steamboat. As for the other night, even if MacKnight wasn’t inebriated, he’d had “someone” waiting downstairs. Ladies were expected to feign ignorance about such matters, which made the fact that MacKnight had admitted it to Laura even more appalling. Reformed, indeed.


Why on earth had Joe gone to Finn for business advice? As for Adele, if she was anything like her half brother, things were happening too fast. Laura could not shake the mental image of her brother as the moth fluttering about a flame, unable to resist the attraction to things that would do him harm.


They had to get back on the river, and soon. That was all there was to it.
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Adele spent most of Saturday helping Fiona garden. Helping Fiona with her infernal garden was how Adele really thought about it, but it wouldn’t do to let that show. Finn had smoothed things over about the late night, but men accepted that a matter was over once it had been discussed. It didn’t work that way for women.


Even if Fiona never knew the details regarding Joseph’s role in last night’s escapade, there would be consequences for Adele’s having left the ice cream social without permission—even with Milton Lawrence. She was determined to manage those consequences in a way that promoted her plan in regards to Joseph White. That meant earning Fiona’s favor. And so, here she was, getting filthy in the oversized garden Saint Fiona tended so that she could share the abundance with “the poor.”


“Not so deep,” Fiona called from the opposite end of the row. “Lettuce seeds barely need to be covered.”


Adele nodded. She filled the furrow in partway. “Is that better?”


“Much.” Fiona straightened up, arching her back and grimacing. “I appreciate your help,” she said. “As will the needy we’ll share with this summer.”


Why couldn’t the “needy” grow their own food? Adele wondered. Goodness. Most of them had spent a big part of their lives growing cotton. Surely they knew how to grow food. But of course she couldn’t say that. She reached for a packet of seeds. “Peas next?”


From Adele’s point of view, it was the longest day in recent memory. Finally, late in the afternoon, Fiona said they’d done enough and they could get cleaned up and have a glass of tea out on the porch. They were doing just that when a tall, slim figure approaching from the direction of downtown caught Adele’s attention. Her heart thumped. As he came near and she saw the bouquet clutched in one hand, a thrill of triumph coursed through her.


“It would appear,” Fiona said from where she sat knitting in the wicker rocker nearby, “that you have a visitor.”


“He’s probably coming to see Finn,” Adele said, even though the truth was obvious.


Fiona snorted. “And I suppose he’s bringing the flowers to me.”


Adele looked over at her. “Is it all right?”


“Does what I think matter?”


“Of course it does.”


Fiona said nothing, but when Joseph got close enough that they could see the bouquet more clearly, she looked over at Adele. “Purple hyacinths? Does he owe you an apology?”


Adele shrugged. “I doubt he knows anything about such things.” And yet she hoped he did, for purple hyacinths meant I am sorry. Please forgive me. She would welcome the opportunity to show Joseph just how forgiven he was—as soon as she found a way for them to be alone.
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Mama chuckled as she closed the door behind Joe. “He charged out of here like a wild animal being sprung from a cage.”


Laura knew how he felt. Mama had always had a gift for nursing, but below the gentle surface today there had been just enough flint to send a secondary message: Don’t you dare put us through this again. From the way Joe responded, Laura was certain he’d gotten that message. When he’d mentioned calling on Adele MacKnight, Laura realized that more than avoiding Mama’s wrath would help him keep his promise in regards to temperance.


“You don’t have to worry about me,” he’d said when he finally emerged from his room after a sponge bath and a shave. “Lesson learned.” He’d spent the next few minutes discussing ways to overcome the superstitious rumors about the Laura Rose, among their other problems. Laura suggested they offer a bonus if the boiler repairs could be finished within forty-eight hours.


“That might work,” he’d said, “but we can’t afford it.”


“We can’t afford not to do it,” Laura insisted. She gestured at the room around them. “We can’t keep paying for hotel rooms. You said that we need more than one trip this year to catch up, and if we don’t get under way soon—”


“All right,” Joe said. “We’ll do it.” He stood up. “Monday morning. We’ll go by the bank and check the account—”


“We should send word to Tom Meeks to meet us there,” Laura said, referring to the clerk. “He’ll have an idea of where we stand in regards to expenses.” When Joe nodded, Laura promised to track down Meeks at the boardinghouse where the remaining crew was staying while they waited for the return of the Laura Rose.


Joe nodded. “Good idea. We’ll consult with Tom, and then we’ll head for the repair yard.”


“With cash,” Laura said. “There’s nothing more compelling than a pile of cash.”


Joe looked over at Mama, who had been a silent witness to the conversation. “See what I have to deal with? A woman with a head for business.”


“Your father always said it was a wise man who knew when to listen to a woman,” Mama said. “In fact, I seem to remember God Himself telling a man named Abraham to do the same.”


Joe threw up his hands in mock surrender. “All right, then. So be it.” He grinned at Laura. “May I go now, Sarah?”


After Joe left, Laura walked into the bedroom she and Mama shared. Opening her trunk, she pulled a ledger book out of the top tray.


Mama spoke from the open door. “What on earth?”


“I thought it made sense to keep the business books with us.” Moving a potted fern out of the way, Laura set the ledger book on the low table in front of the sofa, then perched on the edge of an upholstered cushion and leaned over, squinting at the rows of numbers.


Presently, Mama replaced the fern with a lighted gas table lamp. She settled next to Laura. “Tell me what you see in those numbers.”


Pending disaster. But she didn’t want to worry Mama, and so Laura took a deep breath and muttered, “I’m not completely sure. But if there’s a way to economize, we need to find it, because if offering a bonus to get the boiler fixed works, then perhaps we could overcome superstition the same way.”


“It’s come to that? We have to offer a bonus to get people to work for us?”


Laura shrugged. “I hope not. But if Joe hasn’t filled the open spots on the crew by Wednesday, we’ll have to do something.” She took a deep breath. “We must be under way by Friday, come heck or high water.”


Mama reached for Laura’s hand. “Let’s pray.”


Laura bowed her head. She doubted that the Almighty cared much about the details of steamboating. On the other hand, she was quite certain He cared about Mama. Having her pray for the Laura Rose couldn’t hurt.
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Late Saturday, a discouraged Finn MacKnight stood with his back to the river, staring toward the familiar doorways spilling light and music and raucous laughter into the dark night. It had been months since he’d gone through one of those doors. How long would it be before the allure finally, once and for all, lost its hold over him? Would he ever be free of temptation?


He moistened his lips, imagining the first jolt. And then the next as the second and then, maybe, a third shot burned its way into his gut, seared his thoughts, and eventually numbed everything, making life easier.


Except that it didn’t. Not really. Whiskey might make the demons that called him a worthless failure recede for a time, but they always came back. Eventually, it took more than a shot—more than three—more than half a night of steady drinking to silence them. And then, dreams launched him back to hospital duty during the war, and that gave different demons free rein to resurrect the images of severed limbs piled near the hearth of an upstairs bedroom in a plantation house they’d used for a hospital after the Battle of Franklin.


Even tonight, standing here on the St. Louis levee, that memory made him shudder. He’d nearly killed himself trying to drink it—and others—away. Guilt was mixed in there somewhere, too. The guilt of returning whole, when most of his friends either died or lost something. He hadn’t lost anything but himself.


He’d finally realized that drinking didn’t really help all that much. He always woke up, and then he had to face Fiona, who just kept loving him no matter what he did. Finn had finally decided that hurting his sister was worse than facing memories and guilt. So he quit drinking. He made the rounds, looking for work. But no one would hire him. And on nights like this one, when the past and the present melded together and everything about life looked hopeless, it was almost as if the light spilling out of those saloon doors had claws that could latch on to his lapels and drag him in.


His head down, his heart pounding, Finn marched away from temptation, his throat burning with a phantom thirst just as powerful as the pains the amputees in the military hospital felt in limbs that were no longer there. As he walked, he swore at himself—for being weak, for being a failure, for squandering the chance he’d had to learn from Captain Jacob White, for ruining his chances to have the only life he wanted.


He marched south, along the levee, painfully aware of the number of steamboats tied up just off to the left. He didn’t look at them. He’d spent the day going on board one after the other, only to be told there was nothing for him there. Not that they weren’t hiring, mind you. There was nothing for him there.


Now as he trudged toward home, something else came to mind that helped Finn quicken the steps leading him away from temptation. Something from just last night. He’d seen anew the fear in Adele’s eyes when she told him about Joe’s being drunk. He remembered the sneer in the hotel clerk’s eyes when he walked past with Joe slung over his shoulder. And last, he saw the despair in Laura White’s eyes. There’d been rage, too. It was easy to deflect rage, but despair on the part of a beautiful woman? That was another thing entirely.


He must have seen all those expressions before. As many times as he’d been hauled home drunk, he’d been in a position to see them over and over again. But liquor dulled the senses. That was, after all, the point. So the sneers and the fear and even the despair—and surely Fiona had felt despair as well—hadn’t had much effect on the man who cared only that his demons be silenced.


Last night had changed that. Last night, he’d actually witnessed what a man’s drinking did to the women who loved him. That shamed him in a way he’d not felt before. Shamed him so that the very idea that he’d just been contemplating having a drink made him blink back unbidden tears. I’m sorry, Fiona. I’m so sorry.


Fiona’s steadfast loyalty was almost embarrassing at times. Not to mention her ironclad insistence that God concerned Himself with the affairs of all men. Finn had never doubted that God was interested in the affairs of some men. But he was fairly certain that it took a host of Fiona-prayers to keep the Almighty from launching lightning bolts every time He took notice of Finn MacKnight.


He looked up at the starlit sky, then back toward the long row of steamboats, nearly a mile of them, lined up along the levee. There had to be a job for him on this river. He could not give in. Not to defeat and most certainly not to whiskey. If it came to it, he would beg.


At the far end of the levee, he headed off down the road that curved into the countryside, skirting along the well-groomed gardens of the Demenil mansion, where he paused to look out over the river. Was it his imagination, or was it an especially clear night? The air smelled… like the river, and that’s not particularly sweet. On the other hand, something was different. Something inside. Something he owed to those eyes he’d taken notice of the other night, Laura White’s among them. He smiled. She’d hate that. Hate thinking that Finn MacKnight had read the hurt behind her rage.


Finn decided that tomorrow he’d check in on Joe, and maybe give him a talking-to. After all, if Joe was setting his cap for Adele, it was Finn’s duty—even if he was only a half brother who’d been completely derelict when it came to things like “duty” in the past.


After seeing Joe, he’d return to the levee and look for work. Again. He’d considered begging Joe for a job, but after seeing the look in Laura White’s eyes last night, he knew he couldn’t do that. It would be asking Joe to consider not only going against his own father’s judgment but also standing against his sister. It wouldn’t be right to come between them. He would have to find another way.


Tomorrow was the Sabbath. Maybe he’d go to church with Fiona and Adele in the morning. It would be good to see Fiona’s gray eyes light up with something besides disappointment. As he headed back into town, Finn began to whistle softly.
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