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Part I 
Le Beau Soleil


 




Chapter 1


 


 


 


Chicago, late May 1859


 


PACKING for his trip to New Orleans, Johnny bustled about his bedroom in his papa’s small house in a near south neighborhood in Chicago. He did not hear the knock on the door downstairs and was startled when his papa came to his open bedroom door and called, “Hansi.” Johnny turned to see his papa’s heartbroken, disappointed expression. “Who is this?” he asked, holding up an envelope. Over their address, it read “John C. Stanley.”


Johnny sighed. “You know that’s me, Papa.”


“But your name is Johann. Johann Steinfeld. Not John C. Stanley.”


“Papa, we have talked about this. I need an American name to do business. I can’t be going about with a German name.”


His papa looked as if he would weep. “Hansi, are you ashamed of being German?”


Johnny wouldn’t admit that to his papa. “No, of course not.”


“You are ashamed of me, then, your old German papa?”


Johnny walked over to snatch the envelope out of his papa’s hand. He knew it contained his railroad and riverboat tickets from the office. “I am not going to get into this argument with you, Papa. You just don’t understand how hard it is to make it in this country if everyone thinks you are a foreigner.”


“But you are a foreigner, Herr Besserwisser. I am a foreigner. Your poor dead mama was a foreigner. Your betrothed, Klara, is a foreigner,” his papa lamented.


Being called “Mr. Know-it-all” as much as the mention of Klara’s name tipped Johnny over the edge. He shouted, “You are goddamned right she is. And that is why I will never marry her. Get that straight in your head, old man. I am not going to marry any damned Bauerntrampel.”


His papa’s eyes grew moist as he said, “So you are going to find some cheap American girl and marry, I suppose.”


Johnny sighed. In English he said reassuringly, “No, Papa. I promise I won’t marry a cheap American girl. I’m sorry. I am not ashamed of Klara or you or Mama or the old country.” He put his hand awkwardly on his papa’s shoulder, such physical comfort being so foreign to them both. “I wish you would stop saying that. I wish you could understand….”


“Ich verstehe,” his father said. “Ich verstehe.” Johnny knew from the way he said it, his papa really did understand, all too well.


“I have to go, Papa,” Johnny said in a softer voice. “I have to catch the train.”


While not Johnny’s first journey on behalf of the U.S. Department of the Treasury, where he worked as a clerk, this trip would be the first to someplace as exotic as New Orleans, one of the fastest growing and most prosperous cities in the country. The Treasury oversaw the rapid expansion of the railroads, and many of the most recent lines were private, hastily constructed, and did not meet to create an effective network for transportation. Often someone who needed to travel east or west of the Mississippi River would travel a short distance by rail only to have to disembark and find transportation by horse or cart to another railroad line to continue their journey. Johnny’s assignment to survey these disconnections would provide the Treasury with prospects for making rail travel continuous between the North and the South. Ironically, he would travel most of the way to New Orleans by riverboat, but he knew while the riverboats could transport everything the railroads could, the railroads would be able to accomplish it for a fraction of the cost.


So Johnny, bags in hand, headed on foot to the large central rail station at the heart of Chicago’s main business district.


It took most of the day to travel by rail to Cairo, Illinois, where he would embark downriver on a grand riverboat with the pretentious name of Le Beau Soleil. All that time on the train gave him the chance he most certainly did not want: to think about the constant debate with his papa. Why could he not understand Johnny’s reason for striving so desperately to blend into the world in which he worked—the American world? That world was suspicious of and resentful toward newly arrived immigrants from such places as Holland, Scandinavia, Italy, Poland, Ireland, and, of course, the countries made up of German-speaking people. He heard derogatory statements—dirty, ignorant, and untrustworthy—about micks, Polaks, dagos, and heinies almost daily. Many people from Johnny’s birthplace, Dresden, had fled the suppressed revolutions of the 1840s and brought with them social and political ideas that clashed with supposed American ideals. His papa’s friend, Herr Holtzmann, Klara and Kurt’s father, would spout radical ideas for hours.


Bad enough they held those ideas, Johnny thought, as the Illinois countryside went by outside the sooty window of the passenger car of the Illinois Central train. Even the properly subdued, neat, and quiet immigrants still gathered in their enclaves and lived as if they had never left the old country, never mixing in American circles, never trying to fit in. Herr Holtzmann insisted they had no choice. “As soon as Americans hear your accent, you are ostracized.”


Johnny didn’t believe that. He smiled to himself when he thought about how hard he had worked to look like an American, to dress like an American, and to speak like an American. To make it into those circles reserved for native-born Americans, he had to change his name. John Stanley had replaced Johann Steinfeld.


 


 


“WAKE up, Mr. Thompson. We’re coming in to Branch Junction. Mr. Thompson?”


Startled out of his reverie by the conductor’s voice, Johnny pulled into himself as the man leaned across him to touch the shoulder of the occupant of the window seat.


“Mr. Thompson?”


Passengers packed the railway car when it departed from Chicago, which forced Johnny to share the hard wooden seat. When his neighbor, some sort of salesman in a cheap coat and shiny trousers, fell asleep and started to snore, relief flooded Johnny, as he was uninterested in conversation with the talkative man. When the fellow’s head tilted over to rest on Johnny’s shoulder, he let it stay there rather than risk waking him. Johnny became aware of just how pleasant the feeling was, how comfortable, and finally how it made his mind run to thoughts of such intimacy with a man—he shrugged to dislodge the man’s head. After a couple of snorts, the man started snoring again.


Johnny had worked hard to lose his accent and fit in at his job, but he continued to struggle to overcome his unnatural attraction to men. He had to believe he could get past this compulsion, to find an American wife, have American children, and go on as just another American man. He wouldn’t marry Klara, though; she had not tried to fit in, had never bothered to learn much English even though she was born in Chicago. If he married at all, it would be to an American girl, but not someone cheap like his papa feared. She would be a proper American girl. The only stipulation with which he agreed was she should be Catholic, like the Steinfelds and the Holtzmanns. But definitely not Klara, who his father was pressuring him to marry. He struggled with the fact, and he certainly did not tell his papa, but he did not want a woman.


German youths traditionally attended a sort of boys’ gymnasium where they played sports as the Athenian youths had, quite naked. At the age of twelve, his young prick first began to react when he looked at the other boys. He tried to ignore it, hoping the feelings would go away. They did not abate. In fact, his thoughts took on more specific form. He started to imagine touching the other boys. This made his prick stand up more. It must be a mistake, he thought. He tried to stir some interest in the girls he knew, but they did nothing whatever for him. He had no choice but to quit the gymnasium or be found out.


In those days, most immigrant families made use of community groups and facilities like the gymnasium to pool resources rather than either provide them individually or do without. In a city like Chicago, there were public steam rooms, but immigrant populations did not much like sharing them with “Americans.” Leaving the gymnasium meant Johnny lost access to the communal steam room. His papa, puzzled at his decision to quit, mostly complained about Johnny’s attempts to keep clean with a bucket and a rag. Johnny could not explain to his father that he had made the choice in order to avoid having his secret found out.


He managed a compromise by convincing the priest who ran the gymnasium to let him work there as a menial worker, mopping the steam room and doing odd jobs. He did his best to keep his eyes on the floor and not look at all the wet, slippery bodies. Hardest of all was not looking when the older boys—young men really—bathed. They were so beautiful, so virile, so… attractive. At least when left alone in the evening, he could disrobe and take the steam with no one being the wiser.


He finally left that job because of the daily reminder of his perversion and to avoid the attentions of Father Martin, the priest who ran the gymnasium. At first, Johnny blamed himself for somehow luring the older man. He must know about me, somehow, he fretted to himself. One night after hours, when Johnny scrubbed himself in the empty steam room, he happened to look over and saw the man watching him. He tried to laugh it off, but the priest’s actions escalated until another night he cornered Johnny in the steam room, put his hand on Johnny’s shoulder and squeezed it, and promised him sweets if he would just touch him… down there.


Johnny told his papa he had found a job as a paperboy, which paid better.


As he reached adulthood, Johnny had thought about marrying Klara in hopes that having her, timid and dependent, would help him get beyond whatever this thing was. His confessor had told him to pray, do penance, then find a woman. “Better to marry than burn,” the old man had said. Better still to sin with a woman than do the abominable thing with a man.


He took up boxing when he was eighteen, though it meant naked showers again. He found his desires useful in perfecting the manly pursuit of pugilism. If a man attracted him, he hit the man harder. No one had tried to lure him since Father Martin. No one wanted to get close because of the dour, touchy demeanor he’d perfected.


Johnny knew he had to get over this strange aberration. He fought it, he agonized, he did everything he could to hide it from himself, but he had to come to grips with the fact that men—not women—aroused him. He finally pushed it to the back of his mind and chose not so much to deny it as simply to ignore its significance. Perhaps it would pass.


 


 


“MR. THOMPSON, you got to wake up.” The conductor gave Johnny an apologetic look.


Johnny had given Thompson the window seat so he would not have to climb over the man to get up and stretch his legs. It wasn’t like there was anything to see. Through the layer of coal soot from the engine, Johnny could see only trees, trees, and more trees, with an occasional cluster of shacks near a whistle stop or a tiny one-room house and a barn where some fool was trying to farm, just now breaking up the sod in preparation for planting.


“What? What? Branch Junction? I’m not going to Branch Junction, man!” Thompson woke spluttering. He had drool on his chin and on his tie. He dragged a crumpled handkerchief from his coat pocket and mopped at it.


“Yeah, but your ticket says Patoka. You got to change trains here. ’Less you want to go to Cairo.”


“Oh. All right. Thanks. How long?”


“Five minutes,” the conductor called over his shoulder as he went down the aisle.


Thompson looked at Johnny. “You going all the way to Cairo, Mr. Stanley?”


“Yes, then by riverboat to New Orleans,” Johnny reminded him.


“Oh yes, of course, I remember you said that. Some sort of government worker, aren’t you?” Thompson dusted himself down in preparation for getting up to retrieve his valise from the net above the seats.


Johnny nodded. “The Treasury. Collecting information on transportation routes.”


“Well, that sure is a long trip. But I’ve heard New Orleans is a beautiful city.” He nodded for Johnny to stand so he could move into the aisle. Thompson got up and groaned when he tried to wrest his bag from the sling.


“Can I help you with that?” asked Johnny, since he was taller.


“Oh, yes, if you please. Most kind.”


Johnny stood and snagged the bag. As he did, the train swayed abruptly, throwing the two men against each other. Johnny colored deeply, remembering his thoughts about the warm body leaning against him, but Thompson was looking away for a grip to keep upright, so he did not see the blush.


The train whistle blew, signaling to the Branch Junction station.


“Hope I don’t got to wait here for my connection too long. I haven’t seen my wife in a couple of weeks. She’s expecting our first. You married?” After letting Johnny back in to take the window seat, Thompson set his bag on the aisle seat. He stood, looking down on Johnny as he held onto the back of their bench for balance.


“No, but I am engaged.” Johnny cringed inwardly at the lie. He’d developed the habit to obscure the truth about himself.


“Oh yeah? She pretty?”


Johnny wished the man would go wait on the platform between the cars. “Klara? Yes, pretty enough.”


“You lucky dog. My Muriel ain’t real pretty, but she’s a damn good cook. You wouldn’t know it to look at me.” He let go of the seat back to pat his belly, chuckling. The train put on the brakes, and Thompson almost lost his balance. “Well, nice to meet you, Mr. Stanley. You look out for those pretty ladies down South, if you get my drift.”


Johnny winced when the man winked, actually winked at him. He smiled and nodded.


 


 


FINALLY in Cairo, Johnny stood on the levee, admiring the stately riverboat moored there. It had steamed into the port just as Johnny walked downhill from the train. He felt relieved, since delays at the junction had made him afraid he would miss his connection. As the riverboat came into the mooring, its great side-wheels slowing, Johnny saw its magnificence. Le Beau Soleil was one of the “best boats,” with four decks and a pilothouse. It could not be called sparkling white, since, like everything else near the levee, soot coated its paint, but the astounding gold-colored sunburst mounted on the grillwork between the smokestacks with its own coating of soot let him see through it to what must have been the real colors. Le Beau Soleil, Johnny thought. He had to concede the boat impressed him.


“Steinfeld!” called a familiar fellow just coming down the gangway.


“Lehrer! What are you doing here?” Johnny said, reluctantly greeting his old schoolmate.


Lehrer looked about for a porter. In German he said, “Wait a minute while I get a boy to fetch my bags and take them to the train station.”


“Boy!” he called in English to a colored man of at least forty. The man dashed over to them and bowed. Lehrer pointed toward the main deck of the boat where his bags sat and told him to “look sharp” and get them on the Chicago-bound train. He dug in his trouser pocket for change and dropped it in the porter’s palm. The man bowed over and over with exaggerated obsequiousness before turning to go up the gangway for Lehrer’s things.


“Have time for a drink?” Lehrer asked, turning back to Johnny.


“I don’t think the riverboat leaves for another couple of hours. So yes, I think so. In fact, let’s get some supper.” Johnny looked about for a saloon.


“I couldn’t eat. They feed you to busting on that boat. But I do want a whiskey. I’ve been here before. I know just the place.” Lehrer led him off the dock and three doors down the riverfront street to a saloon.


Inside, the dim, noisy saloon smelled of river fish cooking, alcohol, tobacco smoke, and unwashed men. Lehrer found a table and signaled to the barkeep. “I’ll have a whiskey. My friend wants something to eat.”


“Yeah, well, all we got is fried fish and turnips.”


“That’ll do,” Johnny said with resignation. “And a beer.”


Lehrer took a sip of his whiskey when the barkeep set it in front of him. Like Johnny, he was clean-shaven except for a modest mustache, his a dark brown while Johnny’s was slightly darker than his blond hair. They were dressed much alike, the new short coat and colorful waistcoat, Johnny’s green and Lehrer’s violet, each topped with a cravat at the throat. Both wore striped trousers and leather boots. They had hung their narrow-brimmed hats on the hat tree inside the door.


“Taking Le Beau Soleil downriver?” He pronounced the boat’s name “Lee Boo Soley.” However, to Johnny’s relief, he spoke English.


“Down to New Orleans for the Department,” Johnny supplied. “Pretty swank boat, eh? I’m surprised they booked me on it. It has to cost a pretty penny.”


“You are not kidding. You’d think you were in some kind of palace. Wait until you see the grand cabin. Like Versay or something.”


Johnny’s fried fish and boiled turnips came, and he hesitated only a moment before he tucked in. “Versay?” he asked.


“You know. That great big palace in France. Where the king who got his head chopped off lived.”


“Oh, Versailles,” Johnny corrected.


“Yah, that one. Anyway, it’s all rich woods and gilding and paintings on the walls. You are traveling second class, aren’t you?” Lehrer signaled for a refill of his whiskey.


“Yes, even more surprising. I bet even the poor folks can’t be too poor to travel on that thing.” Johnny found he enjoyed his supper more than he had expected.


“No doubt. No nigger slaves or Indians being shipped West. That’s probably why. But you got to see this statue in a fountain in the dining cabin. Greek or Roman or something and hardly a stitch on. Too bad it’s a man.”


Oh hell, Johnny thought but said aloud, “Not very decent.”


Lehrer chuckled. “No, it ain’t. The fellow who owns the boat is some bigwig gambler. A frog and a real fairy, if you ask me. Probably gets his jollies looking at that statue. It has some cloth around its balls. He is probably the only one who gets to take a peek under it.” He stopped talking abruptly, then went on in a more serious voice. “Not that I’d want to, you understand.” He shrugged, then winked at Johnny. “If I want to see a prick, a bigger one than that statue’s got, I just look down when I take a piss, right?”


Johnny cleared his throat. “So what are the staterooms like? And you said they really feed you?”


“Comfortable. Like a whore’s bedroom, really. I felt like the Prince of Wales, with all that velvet and carpets and paintings on the wall. That is, if the Prince of Wales had to share his stateroom with some other fellow. And yeah, they feed you four times a day, breakfast, supper, dinner, and if you want it, food with your drinks in the saloon. I never want to eat again.”


Johnny picked up the last piece of fish, popped it in his mouth, then took out his pristine handkerchief to wipe his greasy fingers.


“They had a singer and this colored piano player too. And of course, there’s the star attraction….”


Johnny showed interest. “Oh yeah? What was that?”


“Why, the Nancy!” Lehrer said as though it was common knowledge, which Johnny supposed it could be. “He’s a famous poker player. They say he is honest as old Honest Abe, that Springfield politician. Never cheats. I don’t believe it, of course.”


Johnny snorted derisively. “As though there was such a thing as an honest gambler. He owns the boat? That just confirms it. You don’t get that rich by playing straight.”


“You said it, Steinfeld.” He finished his glass of whiskey and went on. “Hey, we had some excitement on the way north. Somewhere shy of Baton Rouge, we stopped where there was a wreck.”


Johnny picked up his mug of beer. “A wreck? What happened? Is that why the boat was late getting in?”


“I suppose so. It was a smaller boat, just a couple decks and a pilothouse, forget the name. It ran into some debris in the river. It wasn’t really a wreck. Just stuck. This Deramus fellow, Miss Nancy I mean, pulled it off the sandbar or whatever and waited until they made sure there was no damage, then the little boat went on its way south.”


“Well, that’s good, I guess,” Johnny replied.


 


 


TWILIGHT descended before Le Beau Soleil left Cairo for points south on the river. Johnny found he shared a stateroom every bit as elegant as Lehrer had described. Johnny relaxed when he met his roommate, a mousy little man with spectacles, a parson or some such.


He made his way to supper in the grand cabin, which he found fitted out like a Paris restaurant. It had a design of fleur-de-lis and sunbursts on the wallpaper, framed paintings of what he assumed to be scenes of New Orleans, and furniture upholstered in the same forest-green velvet as the curtains on the windows. Elaborately carved and gilded doorframes seemed a touch too much even in all this luxury.


Johnny looked up and up at the tall ceiling, at least three decks high, he guessed, and saw the fading light shining through the stained-glass skylight. As a steward led him to his table, he caught sight of the statue in the fountain. The Apollo Belvedere, if he was not mistaken. His cheeks flushed pink at the magnificent physique of the god. The statue’s arm extended gracefully. His genitals were, indeed, masked with a white cloth of some kind. Johnny felt drawn to the solemn face, with its marble lips that seemed somehow soft and warm.


At the sound of a cleared throat, he realized the steward had pulled out a chair for him at a table. He thanked the man and sat.


Johnny sat at a table with well-dressed but obviously second-class passengers, two women, mother and daughter, neither attractive, and three men. Instead of a dinner party seating, which alternated men and women, they sat with people they knew or by themselves. Two of the men were obviously friends or colleagues, judging by their familiarity. The third was a middle-aged man whose bald head reflected the light from the elegant chandeliers.


“So, Mr. Hamilton, you going to get in on a game this evening?” one of the younger men, a pudgy fellow in a too-tight suit, asked.


“I might, Mr. Knowles. At least I will have a look. They say Deramus is a cold-blooded fellow, which I guess you have to be to be a cardplayer.”


Mr. Knowles’s companion, Mr. Casey, who turned out to be a fellow surveyor, joined the conversation. The three talked about what they had heard of Frankie Deramus and how he did not always win, but when he did win—often enough—he always won big.


The older woman pressed her lips tightly together. “Gamblers are the worst sort of people!” she declared. Her daughter, a fork of salad greens on its way to her mouth, stared at her.


“Worse than a murderer, Mrs. Montane?” the bald man said, his lips twisted in a sardonic smile.


“Cheaters, bounders, river slime. Debauchers of innocent women. Catholics,” she concluded, adding emphasis to the last word.


Johnny turned to Mr. Knowles, who sat next to him. “Can you point out this Deramus fellow?”


“Sure thing. He’s over there, the fellow who needs a haircut, the one with the thin mustache and the big gem in his cravat.” He pointed to a table not in front of, but near the scandalous statue. “See him? He’s looking over here right now, in fact.”


Johnny followed the man’s pointing finger straight into coal-black eyes. That must be Deramus. The only one at the table of high-class folks who fit Knowles’s description, he stared straight at Johnny.


“Must have a sixth sense for attention,” Mr. Casey put in. “Knew we were talking about him.”


Mr. Hamilton chuckled. “That type always thinks he’s the center of attention.”


Johnny could not tear his eyes away from that steady gaze. He had no doubt Deramus looked directly at him. Why? Did he have some sort of sign on his forehead? Was the man really what Lehrer had said, a Miss Nancy, and could he see if another man liked other men? Johnny frowned and tried to look away. When he finally started to turn his face, he saw the man smile amusedly and lift his glass of wine in a salute. Johnny felt his face go red.


He wanted to go watch Deramus play cards that night, but he didn’t. Instead, he sat in his stateroom and read a newspaper while his mousy roommate studied a Bible.


That night, he dreamed of marble arms coming around him, turning him, and marble lips that were indeed soft and warm on his own. It felt like the statue had grown a thin mustache.




Chapter 2


 


 


 


Le Beau Soleil, that same day in late May 1859


 


FRANÇOIS “FRANKIE” DERAMUS never felt averse to gazing upon a magnificent male figure, but the Apollo fountain had proved to have an unforeseen benefit for his love life. He noticed among the range of reactions the statue received—artistic appreciation, moral repugnance, lewd amusement—there was one more. Occasionally a man would glance over at the statue and quickly avert his eyes. That was not the end of it. The same man would then look again, covertly, and he always looked the same two places: the statue’s muscular loins and those marble lips. Frankie wasted no time testing his theory about the amorous inclinations of the men, and so far he had been correct every time.


Frankie noticed the tall blond man with the mustache who came into the grand cabin for supper that night of the departure south from Cairo. The steward led him to a table, but on the way, amid gawking at the high ceiling and the room’s admittedly extravagant fittings, the man looked over at the statue. Frankie stood talking to one of his wealthier passengers near the edge of the fountain, and he looked up as the fellow did the typical glance, avert, and sneak-a-look Frankie had come to know and savor. This one will merit my attention, he thought, smoothing his mustache with a finger.


Frankie called his purser over to ascertain the blushing man’s identity. He had a name now: John Stanley. He could not watch Stanley throughout the meal, having other guests who demanded his attention, guests he could not afford to annoy, but he happened to be looking when he saw the young fellow sitting next to Stanley point in Frankie’s direction. “Merci, mon fils,” he said under his breath. He had his eyes affixed to Stanley’s when that attractive fellow looked up, and Frankie saw pale blue eyes that widened but did not look away. He sensed the surprise, the tension, as if the man were a rabbit frozen by a snake’s stare. That was, after all, metaphorically the truth. When the fellow finally tore his gaze away—his face red—Frankie chuckled and toasted him with his glass of wine.


Frankie, an avowed playboy, did not believe in true love. There were lots of good fish in the sea, so why should I limit myself to just one man? He sometimes spent time with someone in particular, but with the exception of Michael Murphy, his confidential agent and friend, he had no longstanding arrangement. He had known Michael for years, and whenever they were both in town, they had sex together. Their arrangement was comfortable and reliable, but not stifling.


 


 


FRANKIE smiled at the memory of his last visit with Michael, the scene vivid in his mind. He remembered precariously balancing a steaming cup of coffee on one upturned palm as he reached for the door handle with his other hand. The aroma of chicory tickled his nostrils as he executed the two moves without mishap and passed into the darkened room. After making his way to the table on Michael’s side of the bed, he set the cup and saucer down. Familiar as he was with this particular bedroom, he had no trouble navigating in the poor light. He could hear Michael’s slow, deep breathing from the pillow.


Frankie pulled back the thick drapes. A rosy glow could just be seen in the east, and the weather was cool and dry. It would be a fine day to set out on the river for another trip up to Cairo.


Frankie sat on the edge of the bed, where his hip pressed against Michael’s side. He leaned forward and put his lips on Michael’s, and he felt and heard Michael awaken at his touch. Michael raised long bare arms from under the covers, wrapped them around Frankie’s neck, and pulled him in closer to keep his lips firmly in place. As if the intoxicating smells of bed, sleep, and sex didn’t attract him enough, Michael’s body gave off the heat Frankie knew so well. Even the crackle of the bed linens as Michael moved tortured Frankie. He felt warmth in his groin as memories of the night before came easily to his mind.


He reached up reluctantly and clasped Michael’s arms and gently but resolutely pulled them away.


“No, stay,” Michael moaned as Frankie sat up, breaking the kiss.


“Ah, Mick, I can’t. We leave for upriver this morning,” Frankie said softly.


Michael opened slightly tilted blue eyes made darker and mellower with sleep. “I suppose you must,” he pouted.


“I brought you coffee. Sit up so you don’t spill it all over yourself.”


“But if I do, you can lick it off,” Michael said, grinning. He pulled himself up, exposing the broad chest where Frankie had laid his head, contented after their night of energetic lovemaking. “Mmm, that does smell good.”


Michael breathed in the aroma of the brew and took a sip. “Perfect.” He sighed. “You always know exactly how much cream and sugar to put in.”


“I ought to. We’ve been waking up in each other’s beds more often than not these… what is it now? Five years?”


Michael shrugged.


Frankie looked about the room and shook his head. “Look at this place,” he said wryly. He pointed to a trail of discarded clothing that began with cravats at the door and ended with drawers by the bed. “I’m surprised I made it from the door to the bed without tripping and spilling your coffee.”


Michael chuckled. “But I see you are, as always, impeccably dressed. If those are your trousers over there then how… never mind, I can guess. Charles William?”


“Oui, he dropped off my clothes with your concierge, Mme. Lyon, on his way to Le Beau Soleil.”


Wincing, Michael complained, “You don’t think that compromises us just a little? Making it so obvious that you spent the night?”


It was a familiar topic. “Why would Mme. Lyon care? Your sodomitical money gleams like anyone else’s.”


Michael winced again. “What a cynic you are.”


Frankie stood and started to pick up the clothing strewn about. He separated each item by its owner. “Not cynical at all. I know my city. No one in my set worries about such things, not in such a licentious place.”


“I hope you are right.”


After draping the two sets of clothes over the foot of the big bed, Frankie stood with his arms over his chest and gazed at Michael. “Your association with me damns you from the start. And it hasn’t cut into your business, has it?” He glanced about the small but well-furnished room.


Michael set the coffee down on the bed table, and lifting the bedclothes, he swung long legs over the edge so he could sit up. Besides his morning erection, Frankie could not help but notice the long scar on Michael’s thigh, made by a bayonet when he’d served in the 1846-48 war with Mexico. How many times had Frankie traced his fingertips along its puckered length, how many times kissed and licked it to make Michael thrill?


“It’s less that no one cares you and I fuck each other than that your scores of ne’er-do-well associates need my investigational and bodyguard services.” Michael stood and stretched, scratching his well-formed butt cheeks and yawning. “It’s not that I’m not grateful. Far from it. I just worry someday you will be too glib with the wrong person.” He made his way to a chamber pot discreetly set behind a brocade screen.


“Don’t worry, mon brave. I know when to be cautious. I just don’t see how your concierge could mistake my visits or your nights away at my hotel.” He changed the subject. “Speaking of ne’er-do-wells, are you still seeing that Spanish fellow I sent to you?”


Michael’s face appeared around the side of the screen shortly before the rest of him. He arched his eyebrows at Frankie. “You mean Carlos? Yes, on occasion. Jealous?”


Frankie barked a laugh. “No, of course not. You and I have no… understanding.”


Michael gazed at him. “You don’t regret that, do you?”


Frankie strolled about the room idly. “No, I don’t. You and I have one… well, two things in common. We don’t believe in love.”


Michael, still naked, came over to Frankie and took him in his arms. “All that’s bright must fade. The brightest still the fleetest. All that’s sweet was made but to be lost when sweetest.”


Frankie stroked Michael’s stubbly jaw. “The Gaelic soul in you, always so dependable.” He took Michael’s hand and placed a kiss on the palm. “Whose?”


“Thomas Moore. An Irishman.”


“Eh bien, of course he is… or was?”


Michael shrugged. “Was, I’m afraid.” Searching Frankie’s dark eyes, he asked, “Will I see you when you return?”


“Probably. Unless I pick up someone especially delicious on the trip south.”


“What a wicked man you are,” Michael jested. He tightened his arms around Frankie and gazed wistfully into Frankie’s eyes. “Ah, Frankie, someday some man will sneak into your heart when you aren’t looking, and you will be knocked on your ass in love.”


“Men like us don’t fall in love.”


Michael gave Frankie a pitying look. “That’s not true, and you know it.”


Frankie put his lips to Michael’s and persuaded them to part with a questing tongue. Damn him for being such a beautiful man. He felt not only his own cock stirring but Michael’s pressing hard against his thigh as well. “No,” he said into the kiss. “Michael, I can’t,” he explained when Michael pulled away with a pout. “I really have to go. You aren’t making it easy on me.”


“I don’t want to make it easy on you.” He ground his groin into Frankie’s.


“Stop that! And you call me wicked?” Frankie stepped back, laughing. “No, my dear man, I shall never fall in love. The world is my oyster. And I do so love oysters.” He straightened his cravat and jacket and turned toward the door.


Michael watched him wearily. “Well, since you’re on your way out, I will get ready for my own day.”


Frankie laughed. “Discarded, am I?” He smiled warmly at his friend. “Mick, you will be careful, won’t you?”


Michael paused in the act of selecting clean linens from a chest of drawers. “With my heart or my hide?”


Frankie sighed. “I have no right to your heart, so just make it your hide.”


Michael looked back solemnly. He nodded and said, “I will, I promise.” An impish grin crossed his face. “Don’t take any counterfeit money, you hear?”


Frankie took inventory in the mirror on the wall next to the door. Repositioning the silver-and-amber sunburst stickpin that held his cravat in place, he approved of what he saw. Black lustrous hair hung down just past his collar, and black eyes with distinct dark eyelashes sparkled back at themselves. His likewise black pencil-thin mustache over well-defined lips gave him a devil-may-care air. His strong pointed chin was clean-shaven. With a last stroke of his long fingers through his hair he replied, “Oh, I will not take any counterfeit money, I assure you.”


 


 


FRANKIE registered an embarrassment of riches on this trip, for Stanley was not the only man he had caught ogling the Apollo. Another passenger, as dark of hair and eye as himself and whose name turned out to be Henry Armitage, had let his eyes dance about the most alluring bits of the marble. It only remained for Frankie to choose which of the two fish to reel in first.


He scanned the crowd of people who squeezed into the Texas deck saloon to watch him play poker. Armitage had come in some time during the evening. Frankie did his best to catch the man’s eye.


The evening’s gaming was profitable but not remarkable. The other players were not the professionals he was. Most importantly, they were free with their bets—being three very wealthy men: a banker, a distillery owner, and a private railroad company executive. He got the impression that for them the bets were simply the price for the evening’s entertainment. He overlooked the inevitable signs they were trying to catch him cheating. People did not seem to grasp that his entire stock-in-trade was his skill with the game. Being scrupulously honest was a requirement, or no one would think they could best him. The notorious riverboat gambler George H. Devol could never, as Frankie did, remain in one place for long. Devol’s crooked faro and poker games meant he jumped, almost literally, from boat to gambling house to bordello to backwater cabin with rapidity. The man was banned from Le Beau Soleil for having been caught cheating some years before, caught by Frankie himself in a private game. No, Devol needed a new set of marks every time. Frankie’s honesty meant he could stay where he could be found again.


When the time came for a break, Frankie ordered a round of drinks for everyone squeezed into the saloon, and he personally delivered Armitage’s whiskey. As he handed the glass over, he left his fingers on it long enough that the man could not help but touch them with his own. Frankie saw him start at the contact.


Clearing his throat quietly, Armitage commented, “You are an excellent player, monsieur.”


Frankie smiled, looking directly into his eyes. “Merci. It is why people want to play with me. Everyone wants to be the man who beats Frankie Deramus.”


“You do lose sometimes,” observed Armitage. Frankie had lost several hands this evening.


“Oui, but not often and not for long. And I know when to bet high and when not. I may meet a better man someday, but so far I have not.” He sipped his wine, looking over the brim of his glass at Armitage, giving the man the full advantage of his own long black lashes. To his satisfaction, he observed Armitage’s hesitation, his lips parted, his eyes on Frankie’s. “Mr. Armitage, may I call you Henry? And what do you do, Henry?”


Henry smiled and replied, “Why, Frankie, I am a photographer.”


Genuinely delighted, Frankie put a hand on Henry’s arm and exclaimed, “Vraiment? How fascinating. You must tell me all about it.”


To Frankie’s further pleasure, Henry put his hand on Frankie’s where it lay on his sleeve. “I should like to.”


Frankie looked at their touching hands. “And are you traveling with your, ah, equipment?”


“Would you like to see it?”


Frankie’s smile widened. “Indeed I would. In your stateroom?”


Henry shrugged. “I will need more room than that if you want me to set it up.”


“My rooms, then,” Frankie responded. “Tell you what. Go to my stateroom. It is on the hurricane deck, the door with the sunburst. Tell my manservant, Charles William, to help you get your photography equipment so you can set it up in my sitting room. I will join you shortly. I have to play a couple of hands with the senator over there.” He squeezed Henry’s arm, turned, and walked back to the card table.


 


 


WHEN Frankie got to his stateroom, he found Charles William alone, looking over some strange items stacked on his dining table.


Henry popped his head around the bedchamber doorway. “Oh good, Frankie, I took the liberty of setting the camera up in here. If I am going to develop any pictures, I think you’d rather not have the smell of the chemicals in your bedroom.”


Frankie smiled delightedly. “Very thoughtful of you, my friend. Very thoughtful. Shall I send Charles William for refreshments?”


Charles William, a tall gray-haired man of color, gestured to a small table set up in front of the divan. In a cultured voice, he answered, “I have already brought wine, monsieur. Will you want anything else?”


Charles William’s face was impassive. He and his wife Dominique had as much as raised Frankie at the Deramus’s Lake Pontchartrain mansion. Though Frankie in fact owned the couple, he always treated them as servants rather than slaves.


“You are, as always, one step ahead of my wishes, Charles William.” Frankie looked over at Henry with one eyebrow raised, but the man was busily positioning a large wooden box on a small table he had pulled away from the wall. Returning his attention to Charles William, Frankie shook his head. “I think we have all we need. Why don’t you go on to your bed? I shan’t need your help anymore this evening.”


After Charles William bowed and left, Frankie loosened his cravat, then filled two goblets from the decanter on the small table in front of the divan. After taking one in each hand, he moved into the bedchamber where Henry beamed proudly beside the wooden box. Frankie handed the photographer a goblet and lifted his own in a toast. “To modern technology.”


Though riveted to Frankie’s, Henry’s eyes remained guarded. “I hope I did not presume too much…,” he began in a tight voice.


For answer, Frankie took the goblet from Henry and set it with his own on the marble-topped washstand. He turned back, took Henry’s face in his hands, and leaned forward to bring their lips together softly. As Henry relaxed into the caress, Frankie kept the insistent pressure of the kiss steady for a moment longer, then pulled back. “You don’t mind if we look at the camera… after,” he murmured. “Do you?”


Henry made an inarticulate noise of assent.


Frankie reached for Henry’s jacket shoulders, hooked his fingers inside the collar, and lifted it off and back. It slid with a swish down Henry’s arms. He placed it on the back of a handy chair, turned back, and began on the buttons of Henry’s waistcoat. Henry’s eyes were half closed as he reached to Frankie’s own jacket. “No, you first,” Frankie murmured against his lips. While continuing to unbutton the waistcoat, he explored first Henry’s lips, then his teeth, and finally Henry’s tongue in his whiskey-flavored mouth. Finally, he pushed the liberated waistcoat back and reached down for the fly of Henry’s trousers. He felt Henry’s cock standing erect and long enough to reach almost to his waistband. Henry moaned at the touch. He gave Henry’s prick a firm caress, then reached up to push Henry’s suspenders off his shoulders.


Henry put his hands to his own shirt, and while Frankie resumed exploration of his mouth, Henry made fast work of the shirt. Not being as fastidious about the discarded clothing, he dropped it on the floor. His voice catching, he begged, “I want to see you too.”


Frankie grinned. “Your servant, monsieur.” He put his hands to Henry’s shoulders and pushed gently. Henry let himself be guided back until the edge of the bed hit his legs, and he bent backward. Lying on the counterpane with his lower legs hanging down, he watched Frankie remove one garment after another. His eyes were alternately languorous and round, especially when Frankie’s silken drawers hit the floor and he stepped out of them.


Henry’s wide eyes made very clear what he thought of Frankie’s endowment.


Frankie stepped forward and knelt between his legs. “Let’s see yours.” He put one hand to the waistband of Henry’s drawers, encouraging him to lift up so he could pull the drawers toward him. Being only a momentary obstacle to the removal of the garment, Henry’s own considerable endowment was soon bouncing erratically against his belly. “Merveilleux,” Frankie praised. He reached for the organ and wrapped one hand about it. He pulled it toward his face, kissed the shaft, and ran his tongue from base to tip. Henry jerked and cried out. At the same time, his cock and balls spasmed.


Frankie rose and leaned over Henry on the bed. He was taller, so their faces were at the same level. They explored each other’s mouths with their tongues, and reached to stroke each other’s faces, necks, hair, chests and shoulders. Neither was a hairy-chested man, but they had the firmness of youth. Frankie nipped first one and then the other of Henry’s nipples.


He began to rub his groin against Henry’s, feeling the intensely erotic pressure of his and Henry’s silken cocks running over and past each other. He felt Henry’s hands on his head, pushing him down. He obliged, slid back to his kneeling position, and took Henry’s cock into his mouth. Tasting the fluid leaking out of the tip, he put his tongue in the small crevice and licked it up. Henry was moaning and writhing. Frankie let as much of Henry’s cock as he could slide into his mouth. It was satisfyingly filling. Putting his fingers on a spot just behind Henry’s balls he pressed firmly here and there, not stopping the friction of his lips and tongue, nor the light bites with his teeth on Henry’s cock. He could tell by Henry’s sudden involuntary jerk that he had found the spot that when stimulated drove any man wild with lust. Henry cried out.


Frankie continued to press his fingertips into that sensitive spot and to suck Henry’s now iron-hard prick. He could tell from his shuddering body that Henry was close, so he took the hand he had put on his thigh and gently held his balls. He gauged the moment with precision, pulling Henry’s cock out of his mouth just as Henry made a long guttural noise in his throat and spent his semen onto Frankie’s face and chest. Frankie rubbed the head of Henry’s cock all over his chin and mouth, loving the feel and smell of the hot cream on his lips, cheeks, and chin. Henry’s whole body was writhing like a snake’s.


As the shudders slowed, Frankie reached to his bed table, took out a cotton cloth, and wiped his face and chest. He pulled himself along Henry’s boneless torso. “Taste yourself,” he commanded. Henry opened his mouth, and Frankie thrust in his tongue, still tasting Henry’s semen. They savored it together, making identical sounds of pleasure.


“I want you to fuck me,” Henry said breathlessly.


“Have you done that before?” Frankie asked.


“Yes, a few times,” Henry replied.


“D’accord.” Frankie moved down the bed and settled on his knees between Henry’s legs. He hooked his hands under Henry’s buttocks and lifted them. His own prick was hard and hot. He reached to a porcelain jar on his bed table, flipped off the loose lid, and put one finger into the perfumed grease. He rubbed the cream onto his cock and then inserted a finger into Henry’s puckered hole, making Henry’s prick start to harden again. Henry’s moans aroused Frankie even more, if that was possible. Frankie positioned himself and thrust in, slowly but firmly, gauging his partner’s comfort by watching his face. From the look of it, Henry was in heaven.


Frankie began to rock his hips, pulling out and thrusting back in, feeling the delicious tightness milking his cock exquisitely. Henry thrust up his groin to meet every forward movement of Frankie’s own. Frankie reached out and caressed Henry’s belly, making circles that alternated soft and hard pressure. He loved the dip just above a man’s thatch of pubic hair, and he put the back of his hand against it, enjoying the tingling feeling he got from the spot.


Frankie knew his cock must be reaching that magic spot inside Henry that corresponded with the one outside that he had stroked before, because Henry moaned louder and louder. He felt Henry’s spunk hit his belly as he spent, and the sheer lustiness of the sensation sent Frankie, the more practiced lover, over the edge. Feeling the pressure in his balls and at the root of his cock burst into Henry’s hot, moist fundament, he made a wordless cry of ecstasy.


In the end, Henry left the stateroom with two things: a long deep kiss and a promise of a second night of lovemaking. Frankie received an ambrotype: a glass image of himself, fully nude, stretched out along the disheveled bed, a sated smile relaxing his handsome face. He was looking forward to showing it to Michael.


 


 


THE next evening, Frankie was looking forward to another night with Henry when he entered the saloon and noticed John Stanley reading a newspaper in the chair outside the barbershop door. He had forgotten all about him. Though he had his hands full for this trip, he remained curious, so he sauntered over to Stanley and extended his hand to be shaken.


“Mr. Stanley? I don’t think we have met yet.” Frankie turned his devastating smile on him, wanting a better look at the pale blue eyes than he had from across the room.


Stanley looked up. He put out a reluctant hand and let Frankie shake it. “Yes, I’m John Stanley. And you are the Frenchman who plays cards.”


Frankie stared openmouthed for a moment before shaking the limp hand and letting out a short laugh. This was too rich, so he pulled over a chair and sat right next to the unfriendly man. “In point of fact, I am Creole and not French. But you are right. I do… play cards….” He grinned at Stanley, looking amused. “Won’t you join me in a game?” He leaned forward, watching as Stanley tried to pull away, but there was no place to retreat since his chair was against the wall. In an intimate and confiding voice, Frankie murmured, “I promise to be gentle.”


Stanley’s face turned a deep red. “I will not, sir,” he shot back firmly. “I am not one of your foppish fools willing to make themselves your victims…. I do not gamble. I especially do not gamble with cardsharps.”


Giving him no time to react, Frankie clutched the lapels of his evening jacket and almost lifted him out of his seat. He was no longer amused, and leaning forward, he stated fiercely, “I. Do. Not. Cheat.”


Stanley looked startled but then moved quickly. He reached up and took Frankie’s wrists in his two hands and clamped down forcefully. Surprised, Frankie loosened his grip and drew his hands off his jacket and away from him, and Stanley let him go.


As he stood rubbing his wrists, Frankie gaped at him. “You are very strong, monsieur. Are you some sort of professional athlete?”


Stanley straightened his jacket and growled, “No. I work for the government. And I have no time to waste dealing with fancy fellows like you. You would do me a service by keeping your nancy hands off me.”


Anger quickly replaced Frankie’s surprise. “This nancy, as you put it, owns the riverboat on which you are privileged to be a passenger. If you prefer to switch to another, one most likely owned by a real man, you are welcome to see the purser for part of your passage refunded.”


He rose to his feet and leveled a steely glare on Frankie. “Are you throwing me off, monsieur?” The last word dripped with sarcasm.


Frankie pulled himself to his full height, realizing as he did that Stanley was still at least two inches taller. “No, sir, I am not. You may do as you please. I shall not touch you again. Be certain about that.” He shook his shoulders out, turned on his heel, and stalked away.


Frankie turned back after a half dozen steps to find Stanley seated and lifting his newspaper again. The infuriating man’s face showed no sign of disturbance. Frankie was sure his own face was alive with a mix of emotions—fury, confusion, hurt, and damaged pride. Even arousal. He realized this and quickly made his face return to its accustomed mild amusement.


Muttering a French epithet about Stanley’s priggishness, “Sainte-Nitouche!” he went in search of Henry Armitage. He needed a good hard fuck to take his mind off this idiot.




Chapter 3


 


 


 


Le Beau Soleil, that same day in late May 1859


 


THE moment Frankie walked away, Johnny had second thoughts about how he had reacted to the fellow. He was not by habit rude, though he knew he could be blunt. It had been that insinuating “I promise I’ll be gentle” that had provoked him.


Johnny occupied himself with trying to get back to reading the paper in order to get his mind off the stirrings he felt. He took a deep breath, willing his heart to stop racing and ordering indifference back into his loins. He was well practiced. This time it took longer than usual.


Finally giving up, he set the paper aside and decided to walk on the promenade. While warm during the day, on the river at night, even in late May, a chill set in. Perhaps a walk in the chill air would help him forget his arousal.


He went out to the Texas deck promenade and down the stairs to the hurricane deck. No, not here. He knew Deramus’s stateroom was on this deck, and he most certainly did not want to cross his path. So he headed down the next set of steps and, on impulse, made his way to aft steps he knew would take him to the main deck. If any part of the boat could make him forget the debonair Frenchman—no, Creole, he had said—the main deck would.


The steps did not take him to the part of the deck he had expected—that is, the passenger area. Instead, he found himself behind the galley. Its door was open and light poured forth. The amber light invited him, but the talk and singing drew him in. The heat almost drove him back out. The small cabin was mostly full of massive iron stoves radiating heat and seemed to be the source of a yeasty aroma of baking bread. Wooden tables lined the far wall, and colored men and women—at least eight, maybe nine—crowded the passage between the ovens and the tables. Every last person was busy, moving back and forth in their tasks. They all sang, harmonizing in an upbeat tune—marking time, it seemed, for a sort of dance step that wove in and around each other as they worked.


One of the women, short and very fat, caught sight of him and smiled and winked. Her face was shiny with sweat. She danced over to him and shouted in his ear, “Now you be careful, mister. You don’t want to be bumpin’ into one of them hot stoves and gettin’ yourself burned none.”


Johnny nodded and stepped back a pace. He noticed the woman herself had a sizable burn scar on her forearm. She saw him looking and pointed to it. “I had that since I was a girl, sir. Been workin’ on these here steamboats since I was that high.” She put her palm flat to indicate a height rather shorter than her already diminutive stature.


Johnny glanced about for a door so he could pass through to the foredeck. He saw one on the starboard side and realized the galley was not as wide as the boat. He leaned and shouted to the woman, “How do I get to the other end of this deck?” With a questioning look, he pointed to the door.


The woman followed his pointing finger. “Oh no, mister, that’s where we keeps the supplies.” She looked about, then shouted, “Here, Lucas, you come show the gentleman how to get forward.”


A young man put down the knife he was using to cut bacon and wiped his hands on his filthy apron. “Yes, Auntie,” he said, bobbing his head.


He looked at Johnny and narrowed his eyes, examining his clothing. “Excuse me, sir, but you sure you aimin’ to go up there to the deckers?”


Johnny gestured out the door. The young man made several quick bobs and followed him out to the bottom of the steps.


After the heat of the galley, the cold air outside was a blessing. Johnny turned to the young man and saw the doubtful look on his rather handsome face. “I want to go forward,” he told him. “How do I get there?”


“Beggin’ your pardon, but why you want to do that, mister? You from upstairs?”


The question surprised Johnny. He realized he was still in what passed for his dinner clothes. “I just want to get some air.”


The young man glanced up at his face and then lowered his eyes submissively. “They be air up on the other decks, mister. Sweeter than with those deckers, if you don’t mind me sayin’.” He scuffed his feet on the deck boards. “If ’n’ you wants a gal, you talks to the purser fella, and he gets you one. Send her to your stateroom, mister.”


“Oh no, that’s not it. I just want to see the rest of the deck, close up like, you understand.”


The glance from Lucas told Johnny he most certainly did not understand. Nevertheless, shrugging, the fellow turned to starboard and walked the short distance to the rail. Johnny followed him and saw there was a narrow walkway that led forward.


“Thank you. Thank you very much.” He looked back at Lucas, who would not meet his eye. “This a good boat to work on?” he asked impulsively.


A quick speculative glance from the colored man was replaced with a slight smile. “Oh, yassir. Mr. Frankie real good to us. He takes good care of us, lots more than any other boat do.”


“Takes care of you? You mean he pays you? You are not a slave?” Johnny blushed, wondering if he was being too inquisitive, but Lucas’s smile just broadened.


“We slaves, but Mr. Frankie got no truck with treatin’ slaves bad. On account of that man of his, Charles William. They been friends for years and years, sir. Him and his wife.”


Johnny stared. “Mr. Fr… Mr. Deramus is married?” he asked, puzzled.


“Oh no, sir, not Mr. Frankie. Mr. Albright. Mr. Frankie is a bachelor fella. Always been, sir.”


Johnny reached into his pocket and pulled out a copper. He handed it to the man, who stepped back. “Oh no, sir, I couldn’t,” he protested. But when Johnny kept the coin out, he relented. “I thanks you, mister. You can go along there now, just mind your step. You don’t want to fall in the river.”


Johnny went along the narrow walk, carefully stepping over obstructions on the deck. It took him a little time to come to the point where he had to pass between the wall of the boat and the side-wheel. There was enough of a moon that he could see the sparkle on the water as it splashed up, forward, and down. The wheel was terribly loud, though not as loud as the boilers up on the deck where his stateroom was. Outside his stateroom, that is, for the room was remarkably well-insulated where it shared a wall with the grand cabin. He stayed for a while to watch the wheel turn and then continued his progress forward.


The bales and barrels that lined the rail must have insulated the walkway from the sounds the deckers made, which surprised Johnny when he reached the end of the wall and found himself in the open part of the deck. Someone was playing a fiddle, another a banjo, and yet another seemed to be blowing across the mouth of a large empty jug. He could hear the musicians, but he could not see them through the dancers.


The lower-class passengers gathered in the large foredeck space of the main deck. The colored roustabouts and deckhands standing about the perimeter between stacks of cargo did not join in but watched the white people who either danced or stood and sat around the edges of the activity. Some of those who were not dancing clapped their hands in time with the tune, others smoked pipes made of corncobs, and some, mostly women, either held small children in their laps or kept an eye on older children who clearly wanted to join in the frivolity.


Johnny was glad of the river breeze, having almost immediately detected the odors not only of the livestock penned on one side but also of unwashed human bodies. No wonder the man from the galley had looked at him with puzzlement. He and his clothing were a world away from the rabble that frolicked on this deck. Nevertheless, the noisome throng was having a grand time, away from the more sedate or businesslike upper-deck passengers.


Johnny refused when a young woman with a gap-toothed grin tried to pull him into the dance. She twirled away. He found a place to wedge himself between cotton bales, where he was in shadow so no one would bother him.


He heard a giggle behind him and was surprised he heard it but assumed the cotton bales, which overtopped his height on either side, had funneled the sound. He glanced over his shoulder, and in the faint light from the lanterns on the deck, he saw a man and woman wrapped around each other. They seemed oblivious to him, or to anything else but themselves, for that matter. The girl had her back to the bales, and the young man pressed hard against her. They were kissing passionately. Johnny smiled slightly, but then he noticed the woman’s skirts were hiked way up, and her bare thighs were wrapped around the young man’s hips. Then Johnny noticed the motion of the man’s body, jerking up and down. The girl’s giggles changed to sighs. Johnny felt his own unwilling sexual response and shot out from between the bales, almost colliding with dancers who tried to grab him and drag him into the dance.


Johnny frantically pulled himself free and made his way through the throng to the bottom of the grand staircase that led up to the boiler deck. He dashed up the steps. On the balcony at top, he paused to catch his breath.


“Mixing with the riffraff?” came a voice from his right. He looked over to see the lighted end of a cigar.


“Wh-who?” Johnny asked.


A low chuckle came from the smoking figure. “Nobody. Just some nancy.”


Johnny watched as Frankie stubbed out the cigar on an iron railing. “Frankie! I mean, Mr. Deramus!” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I was rude earlier. Please accept my apology.”
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