










Praise for Sun Going Down


“Very few historical novels I have come across since I first read the manuscript of Larry McMurtry’s Lonesome Dove have impressed and pleased me more than Jack Todd’s Sun Going Down…. McMurtry and Cormac McCarthy have proved again and again that there is still life—and art—in the Western, and Jack Todd has offered further proof that the big Western novel is at once a living part of our national literature and as much a part of popular fiction as ever.”


—Michael Korda, author of Ulysses S. Grant and Ike


“If you like Western yarns well written, Jack Todd’s Sun Going Down isn’t to be missed.”


—The Kansas City Star


“Each generation of the Paint family produces characters the reader will care about…engrossing.”


—Historical Novels Review


“There are few other reading joys than that of the Western, a tried-and-true genre that makes a triumphant, entertaining return.”


—Vail Daily
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For Theo and Irene


 


In memory of Marguerite, Garnet, Kate, and my grandmother Velma
—the hardriding Jones girls of Brown County, Nebraska














Her princes within her are roaring lions;


her judges are evening wolves,


they gnaw not the bones till the morrow.


—ZEPHANIAH 3:3
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BOOK 1


Leaving the Mississippi


The Mississippi River, 1863–1864





































CHAPTER 1






Eb Paint woke at dawn to a caressing fog, eyelids fluttering where damp sycamore leaves drizzled mist. He tried to cuss but the word stuck in his whiskey-parched throat; he was too dry to speak or spit. The fire was dead and the stink of wet smoke hung where blackened cottonwood boughs leaked steam. He tried to recall why he hated that smell so, gave up the effort and parsed the river without opening his eyes. There was a good deal a man who knew the Mississippi River could tell by listening. He could hear the rush of water over a bluff reef, the slap slap slap of ripples on wet sand around the finger of land where they had anchored the Marielita, the whinge of mosquitoes, curlews somewhere, a catfish breaching the surface for a toothful of dragonfly. He strained to listen. Somewhere out there, the big river flexed her tawny muscles. Seldom had the Mississippi been so quiet since the twelfth day of April, 1861, the day Brigadier General Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard of the Confederate States of America opened fire on Fort Sumter. Before the war, half-acre rafts and scows and broad-heads floating downriver would chance this peasoup darkness, the crews banging pots and pans with tin spoons to warn off the eight-hundred-ton steamboats pounding upriver through the main channel. Only a double-plated fool would chance the river now, not knowing whether the next bend would bring hungry rebels, jittery bluecoats, or some daft and murderous outlaw like Quantrill. Most of the boats on the river were bringing supplies to Grant’s besieging troops as the vise tightened on the Confederate fortress at Vicksburg, but in this fog even the Union supply boats were shut down waiting for the sun to burn through.


The Marielita was beached on a long finger of sand out there in the mist, creaking as she shifted her weight in the lee of the towhead like an old woman squatting to pee. Eb tried to see the old tub where she was tied fast with two bowropes thick as a man’s ankle, knotted to deep-rooted cottonwoods. The effort made his whiskey headache pound like a brass band. He closed his eyes again, went back to listening. There it was again, something out of place in the fog. The thick air muffled the sound but it carried plain enough.


Thwuck. Thwuck. Thwuck.


He rose to shake the sand from his britches and strolled to the water’s edge. A shoal of minnows darted left and right away from the manshadow—and by what mysterious semaphore did each tiniest minnow know to zig and zag, rise and dive and flee in a single body and never mistake the direction? You could drill a squadron of crack troops until their heels bled and they would never perform in such singleminded unison. It was a thing to ponder and Ebenezer Paint of Jones County, Mississippi, was by nature a pondering man, but on this day his noggin was thick with whiskey and he had more urgent matters to ponder. At the edge of the towhead, where sand met river, there coiled a rolling shoulder of fog; beyond that it was like trying to look up the devil’s arse.


Thwuck. Thwuck. Thwuck.


It came from the starboard side of the Marielita, a sound like a rotten watermelon tossed on a wharf.


—Lucian?


Lucian was still wrapped in his bedroll, a scrap of wet blanket hiding the nap of his head. Eb prodded his kidneys with a bare toe.


—Goddammit, Lucian.


He yanked the blanket back and peered into the bloodshot eyes of Lucian Quigley, who regarded him as one regards a man who has taken leave of his senses.


—What?




—What is that goddamned noise.


—What goddamned noise.


—That goddamned noise.


Thwuck. Thwuck. Thwuck.


—Sound like somebody tryin to beat through the hull with a wet hammer.


—Off to stabberd, like.


—Thassit.


—Trouble with fog like this. Can’t see a goddamned thing. Could be a ghost.


—Could be a old tree too. You get the damnedest ideas for a white man, like a old slave woman.


—I aint the one tacked that cross o’ nails in my left bootheel to keep off the evil spirits, am I? I aint the one afraid to look over my left shoulder at the new moon.


—Man got to be sensible, take precautions in this life.


—Precautions, hell. Superstitions, what it is. Now I’m goin out there to see what it is bangin on my boat. You comin or aint you?


—Aw hell.


Lucian rolled onto his knees. The rye came up with chunks of catfish, all of it hurled over the exposed roots of a dwarf oak. Eb wrinkled his nose and turned away.


—You have to do that? You and your goddamned rye. Stuff tastes worse’n arsenic.


—If it aint to your taste leave it be. More for me that way.


—I swear you make it in a outhouse.


—Didn’t hear you complain once last night. Not once. All I heard was Lucian, pass me that there rye one more time. You kep at it till my whiskey was most gone. Smack your lips like you was tastin honey from the bee. Yessir, honey from the bee.


—That was last night and this here is this mornin. If you’re done evacuatin your innards, can we go have a look, find what’s messin with my boat?


They crawled into the skiff. Eb climbed to the bow and left Lucian to row while he navigated by the sound of water lapping against the hull of the old steamboat and the other sound, the metronome beating time to the river.


Mist rolled down their shirtsleeves and trailed off their fingertips. Eb tied the boat fast to the Marielita with a bowline knot. Lucian shinnied aboard and led the way with his bowie knife held blade up. Eb followed the sound of Lucian’s bare feet going slapslapslap across the main deck, three feet above the waterline. The mist was so thick they couldn’t see the starboard rail from the larboard, and the deck was slick with damp where Lucian had whitewashed it fresh not a month before. Eb leaned over the rail and peered down into water the color of tar.


—Aw Jesus.


—Hell is it?


—See for yourself. Aint no pretty Natchez lady out for a stroll.


—Lordy. It surely aint.


The corpse, its feet tangled in a drift of willow limbs, had lodged on the upriver side of the Marielita. A Confederate officer, by the look of his butternut coat. A wisp of fuzz on his cheeks and upper lip, a man not yet old enough to grow a proper beard, long blond hair now riverdark. A thick black tongue lolled like an eel from his mouth. One blue eye stared off somewhere the other side of beyond but the near eyesocket was pulped with black gore. With every roll of the Mississippi, the dead man’s head beat against the hull.


Thwuck. Thwuck. Thwuck.


—Reach me a oar, Lucian.


—Aint we goin to pull him in?


—No, we aint goin to pull him in, unless you want to get caught tryin to dig a hole for a dead Confederate and you a black man. They’d string you from the nearest oak and then hang me from your toes to make sure we was both dead. Reach me a oar, now. This poor sonofabitch is in the only grave he’s ever goin to know. May the Lord have mercy on his mama.


Eb took the oar from Lucian and poked the rebel’s feet free from the willow drift, then turned the oar paddle down and heaved on the dead man’s chest. The corpse spun away from the oar back to belly, like a sternwheeler churning downstream. As he rolled they could see where the ball that took out his eye had splattered the back of his head. Eb turned and retched, caught his breath, tried a second time and managed to tuck the tip of the oar in under the man’s suspenders, where he got enough purchase to guide the corpse the length of the boat. With one last heave he shoved the body clear of the sternwheel and watched the current take it. The butternut coat fanned out over the surface and the dead rebel rotated like the hands of a courthouse clock, head to boots, head to boots down the gullet of the fog. Two rotations, three, four, and he vanished, bound for Milliken’s Bend, the Gulf of Mexico, the land of perdition. Eb handed the oar back to Lucian and knelt on the deck, leaned out low over the water and vomited rye and catfish into the stream.


—You and your goddamned tangle-foot whiskey.


They slipped back into the skiff and rowed to the sandbar. Lucian pried hot embers from the sand, got the fire going again. Eb roasted green coffee beans in a skillet, filled a buckskin bag with the beans still hot, pounded the bag between two rocks until the beans were crushed fine. They didn’t risk another word until the coffee was boiled and they could squat in the sand with battered tin mugs, nibbling hardtack and drinking coffee thick as molasses.


—That was some awful sight.


—Deed it was.


—I seen some things on this river, Lucian.


—Ain’t we all.


Lucian fried bacon in a charred pan thick with grease. The fog held, persistent as a bulldog locked on a hambone.


—Y’know, I seen the wreck of the Pennsylvania.


—Oh, she was a hard one, that. Hard. I was down with Judge Quigley when she blew and we heard her go two counties south. Folks was talkin about it for months.


—I pulled a burned boy from that wreck was hangin on to a stick of wood no bigger than your arm.


—Helluva thing. The judge said when she went up they found pieces of that boat a mile off and they was a thousand dead on the river they never did find.




—Was more than a mile. They was things from the Pennsylvania traveled three mile in the air and was still goin hard enough to kill a pelican on the wing. Brass fittins and boiler plate and hunks of fellas like you and me that was smokin a pipe and jawin about the price of calico in Shreveport not a minute before she went. Seen it myself, but I seen worst things. Last spring I seen a poor goddamned devil Union corporal, tried to take a bath in the river all by hisself. Wild boar, must of been the guns made him crazy, come bustin out of the scrub. Big bastard the color of a rusty nail, longleggedy vicious razorback sonofabitch barrelin along with green foam drippin off his tusks, fast as a racehorse. Run right over that naked corporal, knocked him down and went to eatin him from the pecker up. Soldier beat on the beast with both fists and screamed like Judgment Day but that hog paid him no more attention than you would a gnat, just went right on chewin with the man’s innards danglin from his jaws. I dragged out that big ole muzzle-loadin Whitworth rifle figgerin to shoot the beast but there was so much chop on the water I couldn’t get no bead on that critter, big as he was. Pulled the trigger and fired a bolt to scare him but that hog was past scarin. Then the boat was on by and around a bend and there wasn’t ary thing I could do cept to pray for that corporal’s mortal soul. Never forget it as long as I live. You lead a dishonest life, you will find a critter like that razorback boar waitin to greet you personal at the gates of Hell.


—Amen, my brother.


—Don’t know that I can take much more of this river.


—Aint goin to hear no aggument from me.


—Tired of listenin to rebels tell me Bobby Lee is a genius and the South aint got no quit.


—Yessuh.


—Tired of wakin to find a dead man’s head bangin on my boat.


—Yessuh.


—Tired of thinkin about the misery folks is in down to Vicksburg, ball and shot droppin on their heads day and night. They say women and children is eatin rats and mules cause they got nothin else. We been awful lucky to steer clear of the worst of it.




—Maybe that dead Confederate is a sign it’s time to get shed of this place for good. Find a spot where a fellow can eat his dinner without crackin a tooth on a minié ball stuck in the peas.


—They say Dakota.


—Dakota! Dakota? I aint goin anywheres near any Dakota. Full a nothin but wild Indians, Dakota. They scalp you, stake you to a anthill and spread you with molasses, then they slice off your tallywhacker and stuff it in your mouth.


—Lord, Lucian. Where you hear these things?


—Folks.


—Folks that aint been no nearer Dakota than yourself. I was through all that country on the way to California back in ’forty-nine. The Indians didn’t give us a peck of trouble and there’s plenty of free land up there.


—Free land for a white man, maybe. Aint never been nothin free for a black fella on this white man’s earth and never will be.


—That’s here in Dixie. Aint the same everywhere you go.


—Aint no nevermind to me. I aint taggin along to no Dakota and that’s all she wrote.


—I aint asked you to. Just passin time, is all. Like as not I aint goin to no Dakota neither. If I want to light out, I got to find me some fool wants to buy hisself that leaky little pissant forty-ton store boat we got. World full a fools, they say, but I aint yet met the man fool enough to buy that boat.


—Except yourself.


—Except myself. But I was young and foolish then. Now I got to find another such goddamned fool.


Lucian took his bowie knife, stabbed at a sliver of bacon left in the pan.


—That’s it right there. You said a mouthful. World full a fools. Trick to life is to find the right goddamned fool.















CHAPTER 2






Back in the spring of 1856, old Bonaventure Archambault saw his fool coming a mile off when Ebenezer Paint purchased the Marielita for the sum of three thousand two hundred dollars. Archambault saw a young man with money in his pockets from the goldfields of California, a fellow who wanted a piece of anything this side of a hollow log that would give a man a toehold on the Mississippi. Archambault knew the way the river could get a hook in a man’s gills, the irresistible pull of it. A fellow could stand on the riverbank and watch the Eclipse and the A. L. Shotwell race each other upstream from New Orleans to St. Louis, with their sixty-foot smokestacks pouring sparks and black smoke, and find the river had him in her grip and would not let go, the power and mystery of it as seductive as a Memphis harlot. A man who was intoxicated by the Mississippi could spread out a map and run his thumb upriver through Morganza, Waterproof, Tomato, Tiptonville, New Madrid, Cairo, Thebes, Kaskaskia, Oquawka, Muscatine, Moline, Genoa, Winona, and Wabasha all the way to St. Paul and imagine that he could feel the planks of the pilothouse vibrate under his feet with the power of the big engines, see the rush of white water past the bow with himself as captain of all that wood and brass and steam. Eventually, he would come to believe that any other life was a pale substitute. Archambault knew how it was because he had once given his soul to the river. Now he was old and crippled up with the rheumatiz and all he wanted was enough money to get out in one piece and spend the rest of his days fishing on the banks of Lake Pontchartrain.


Archambault’s boat was Eb’s ticket onto the Mississippi. For two years he had cast up and down the river for a steamboat pilot willing to take on a cub with a crippled foot at a time when half the young men along the river from New Orleans to St. Paul aspired to pilothood. The pilots watched him limp along the dock and shook their heads. They wanted healthy teenage boys to act as indentured servants, not a full-grown man who had been to the goldfields of California and back and was lame to boot. What Archambault had to sell was a smallish sternwheeler called the Lac Pontchartrain, after his home, the boat, and the business that came with her, a floating mercantile that supplied plantations and one-mule towns between Natchez and Memphis with every need but salvation. He knew the boat was a leaky tub, so what he sold was the river, not the boat. He let Eb stand at the helm on a sparkling May morning when the Mississippi was at her sweetest, let him stoke the boilers, call out the depths as the leadsman working off the bow, watch the pitman rods crank the flywheels, take the helm and feel the tug of current against the rudder. It took every nickel of specie and every ounce of gold dust Eb had left from the goldfields, but when it was done he owned the Lac Pontchartrain and everything aboard her. Lock, stock, pilot, and whores, because Archambault threw in a drunken and surly pilot named Tobias Salverson and two broad-beamed, ample-bottomed New Orleans prostitutes who advertised on the hurricane deck and plied their noisy trade in the living quarters of the texas, directly across from his own narrow and monastic chamber. He resisted their charms but he could not resist a remark or two as he watched them sashay to and fro on deck, dresses stretched taut over what they called their “derrears.”


—Like two pigs fightin in a gunnysack.


—Comment?


—Nothin, darlin. I was just admirin your accoutrements.




—Comment?


—That part what you call your derrears. Wide as a steam boiler.


His remark drew a curtsy.


—Merci, monsieur.


—Mercy is about right. Lawd amercy.


He rechristened the boat the Marielita after a Mexican girl he had fallen in love with when he saw her panning for gold one sparkling June morning on the Feather River in California, her skirts up and her bare brown legs gleaming with droplets of water. The girl nearly cost Eb his manhood when her father held a gleaming silver knife to his private parts, threatening to turn him into a gelding on the spot if he didn’t agree to leave her alone. The next day, Marielita and her family had vanished from the Feather River, never to return. In Eb’s mind eight years later, her legs still sparkled in the California sunshine, so he named his floating castle the Marielita. Three weeks later, Salverson the pilot failed to appear after a drunken night in Natchez Under-the-Hill and Eb decided he could get along without him. The man was sour as persimmons anyway. After a single season on the Mississippi he sent the whores back to New Orleans aboard the Princess, their fares on the grand ship paid in full by Ebenezer Paint. He was no whoremaster and their clientele, snaggletoothed and vicious men with rank odors and long knives tucked into knee-high boots, scared off the regular trade. Business was brisk enough, with customers seeking to buy or trade for watermelon, plug tobacco, playing cards, axes, pitchforks, pistols, ammunition, sorghum, molasses, bolts of calico, gingham or muslin, buckwheat flour, cornmeal, chicken mash, hand-tooled canes, the Good Book, and rye whiskey sold by the dram, the pint, or the jug, depending on the victim’s thirst and the size of his purse.


A month after the whores left, Lucian Quigley came aboard. The first time Eb laid eyes on him in the blazing heat of a Mississippi August, Lucian wore a long overcoat buttoned down to his toes. The boat was aground in the mud upstream from a three-mule hamlet on the Arkansas bank and there were a half dozen white men aboard her to purchase black powder and ball, the bunch of them far enough into Eb’s Tennessee whiskey to make them dangerous. Lucian steered clear of the whites, pulled a tattered rag out of his coat, and went to polishing along the rail as if that was the job he’d done every day of his life. When the white men were gone, Eb looked him over and saw a giant of a man with blue-black skin and shoulders about two ax handles across. Eb tried to make out the face under a battered slouch hat, saw only indigo shadows, and waited for the man to state his business.


Lucian opened the coat. From his wide leather belt a dozen live chickens dangled upside down, secured by their feet with strips of rawhide.


—Name’s Lucian Quigley, sah.


—Ebenezer Paint.


—Fella upriver said you was lookin for a supply of chickens.


—I might be. These your chickens?


—They’s my chickens now. And I’ll sell you ever last one for a dollar a chicken.


—A dollar? For a damned chicken? I’ll give you a nickel apiece for them molty birds.


—A nickel? For a prize chicken? No, sah! These here is fitty-cent chickens, fat as the behinds of them Loosiana harlots you had on this boat last time you come this way. That’s fitty cents in New Orleans, where they got plenty chickens. Way out here, these are one-dollar chickens.


—Two bits. That’s my last offer. You aint goin to haggle me no higher so don’t even try.


—Then I expect I’ll be eatin all these chickens my own self.


Lucian turned to go ashore. Eb let him get one boot into the mud.


—Forty cents.


—Six bits.


—Four bits. Fifty cents a chicken, just like you said in the first place.




—You just bought yourself these here chickens, Mr. Paint. Thank you kindly. It has been a pleasure to do business with you.


—Now hold on. I got to do my cipherin here. You got one dozen chickens, fifty cents a chicken, that makes three dollars.


—No, sah! Fitty cents a chicken makes six dollars for twelve chickens. You may be dealin with a colored man, Mr. Paint, but you aint dealin with no fool.


Lucian wrung the neck of one of the chickens and plucked it and they fried it up over Eb’s stove to seal the deal, washed it down with Lucian’s whiskey. They were picking their teeth with the bones when Eb edged up to the topic that was worrying him.


—You aint no runaway slave, are ye?


—No, sah. I’m as free as you, sah. Got my own patch of Mississippi land. Got my dockaments right cheer.


He tapped the buckskin bag strung over his shoulder.


—You never been a slave?


—Oh, I been. I been slave to three masters. First one whupped me. Second one whupped me and sold my wife and two babies down the river. Third was old Judge Quigley. Taught me to read and do ciphers. Said the day he died I’d be a free man and he was good as his word.


 


Within a few weeks, Eb couldn’t imagine how he had ever run the Marielita without the man. Lucian kept the Marielita supplied with sweet corn, beans, collard greens, watermelon, turnips, and potatoes from his plot or maybe from other people’s plots, Eb never knew for sure. He chopped firewood for the boilers. He built a chicken coop on the hurricane deck and filled it with a dozen Plymouth Rock hens and a one-eyed rooster of uncertain provenance. He learned to read the river so well that Eb trusted Lucian’s judgment better than his own. Beyond a common need for self-preservation, Eb and Lucian shared a passion for the game of checkers and a love for what Lucian called “aggument,” a free-flowing, long-running dispute over everything from the best way to run the shoals to the religion most likely to usher a man through the pearly gates. To while away a warm night on the river, Lucian would lead them into a thicket where they would debate the exact quantum of blame accrued to God Almighty for permitting this conflict and the degree to which any one man caught up in the great spokes of the wheel of war might still act of his own free will, make his own choices, and live with the consequences. They would chew it back and forth, stake out preliminary positions, tickle it a little, as Lucian put it, see if it squealed. Then Lucian would vanish; Eb would wake up one morning and find him gone. Three weeks later the Marielita would steam into a makeshift dock at a village that was nothing but sticks and mud fastened with binding twine to the Arkansas bank and there Lucian would be waiting, squatting on his haunches, holding a spotted barrow on a rawhide leash as if he knew all along where Eb intended to travel before Eb knew himself. He would hoist the little pig on his shoulder and come aboard and resume the argument in midsentence, as though the pause in their conversation had lasted no longer than it would take him to pee into the river.


—…and if you choose to blame the Good Lord for all the tom-foolishness men get theyselves up to, you as good as givin every last fella a invitation to rob, murder, plunder, and covet his neighbor’s womanfolk. All a man got to say is, “Oh, the Devil made me do it!” and he done assigned all his sins to a higher power.


—You take my meanin and get it all twisted up, Lucian. All I meant to say was that if He let loose this murderous plague of war upon the land, then He has somethin to answer for, same as any general who marches a thousand men to their deaths with no more thought than you’d give to killin a chicken.


—No, sah. Only ones to blame for this is folks like you and me. We the ones shootin and killin and murdering and the Lord Almighty, all he done is shake His head and wished He could start over again. Maybe He put Eve in charge next time, do things right.


Gradually, Lucian took over one task after another on the boat. He left off chopping wood and foraging for chickens and rabbits and became an adept engineer and mechanic, capable of repairing anything from the paddles to the pitman rods. Once he began to absorb the river, he learned so much so quickly that Eb began to rely on Lucian’s prodigious memory to recollect every snag, shoal, and bluff reef upriver as far as Memphis and beyond. Lucian could read the river as well as any pilot, could navigate through a starless pitchpine night with no more to guide him than a glimmer from a farmhouse candle or a shadowy bluff that to Eb appeared to have been plunked down in exactly the wrong place. On the protean Mississippi where the landmarks were never the same two trips in a row, where new channels were carved every day and the river would take a notion to run a new cutoff fifteen miles to the west of the old one overnight, nothing seemed to surprise Lucian. Even down in sugarcane country south of Natchez where the slaves piled the shredded cane stalks into great piles of bagasse and set them alight, Lucian could thread the boat through a hundred miles of billowing black smoke and set her down in New Orleans neat as china on a planter’s table. For Lucian, there was no malevolence in that roiling brown water, though men often enough claimed otherwise. If a fellow stayed humble, he rolled with the river. It was when he got arrogant, when his pride told him he could tame her like a horse, that was when the Mississippi would rise up to slap him down.















CHAPTER 3






High noon came and went and the fog held so thick you could chew it up and spit out the seeds. Eb fidgeted. Stare into a peasoup fog long enough and you were apt to conjure up most anything: Bright yellow panthers. Pink alligators. Green pelicans. A whole marching band of phantom soldiers or a dead Secesh officer. Why of all places did that Johnny Reb corpse have to light here, smack up against the Marielita? Dead men enough on the Mississippi but the river was a big place, big enough you could drown both these warring armies between New Orleans and Cairo and pilot a dozen steamships through the main channel the day after and run into nothing but snags and driftwood. So here came this lone one-eyed rebel bobbing through the fog like he was searching for Eb Paint’s boat and no other.


Thwuck. Thwuck. Thwuck.


The sun would have scattered the ghosts. Instead every phantom a mind could conjure danced now behind this curtain of fog: entire bloated battalions of river-sodden, one-eyed soldiers waving rusty sabers, trailing seaweed and swamp grass and belching minnows as they charged, the rebel yell bubbling in their throats. It gave a man the heebie-jeebies. Eb jumped every time a twig snapped, whirled and clutched his knife when an owl fluttered from branch to branch. Lucian saw the ripple before Eb did, a spasm in the water where the towhead met the river.




—I’m goin to get that sonofabitch before he get me.


—What sonofabitch?


—That sonofabitch water moccasin.


Lucian was already on the move, half-handled spade in hand, sidling to his left as the snake poured itself over the ground, its body almost black in the shadow of a gnarled oak. It was a big one, four feet long and thick as a man’s wrist. Eb reached for his hickory stick but Lucian was already on it, crouched with one bare foot on either side of its tail as he drove the spade clean through the only narrow part of the snake, an inch behind the trowel-shaped head. The body whipped back and wrapped itself around Lucian’s ankle. Lucian slipped the tip of the spade between his foot and the pale, rippling scales of the snake’s belly, and as he lifted the spade the snake came with it, headless, the body still writhing. He tossed it to Eb, who jumped back and let it fall, still writhing, at his feet.


—Dang, Lucian. Don’t do that. You know I hate snakes.


—He’s bait, that’s all. A snake that big catch you a dozen catfish.


—Keep him the hell away from me, is all.


Lucian rummaged in the skiff, came away with a bucket they used to bail water, chopped the snake into chunks two inches long, filled the bucket with snake morsels fit to snag a catfish. Eb backed away, keeping the fire between himself and the chopped snake.


—I hate snakes.


—I know you do. Don’t know why you want to go to Dakota. I hear they got snakes in Dakota. Big damned rattlers make this thing look like a tadpole.


—You aint tellin me nothin I aint seen up close. I killed a dozen a them bastards between Chimney Rock and the Carson Desert.


—Well then.


—Sonofabitch rattlers can’t swim.


 


Late afternoon the sun broke through. Down Vicksburg way the Union guns opened up as soon as the fog lifted, a distant rumble like summer thunder. The mist tore into rags, the bald sunshine heated the mist to steam. Just sitting on the towhead running bare toes in the mud, they were sweating like stevedores. Eb pulled his hat lower over his eyes, squinted downriver, spat his chaw.


—I expect we should have had the boilers up. Didn’t think that fog would lift before sundown.


—You want to head out?


—Time we get someplace else it’ll be too late to trade with anybody but the owls. Maybe we just sit tight, drink some more of that arsenic rye. See if you can’t snag us a catfish or two.


—I knew you’d be pleased we come across that snake. Folks always say, “Why we got snakes? They aint no use at all and they scare a feller most to death.” But they’s a use for everthin if you know what to make of it. Water moccasins and razorback hogs and persimmon trees. Everythin in this world got a use.


—Skeeters? You got a use for skeeters?


Eb went to slap one, got three on his forearm in a single whack. Lucian chuckled.


—Aint found a use for skeeters yet, cept they seem to like white meat better’n black. Fella used to whup me afore Judge Quigley set me free, they drove him plumb crazy. Could never figger why they lit on his hide and left me alone. I expect that was just the good Lord foolin with him, lettin him know what he got comin for his sins. Devil aint waitin for him with a pitchfork. He’s waitin with sixteen boatloads of skeeters, goin to torment that mean old man for a million years.


Lucian was still chuckling as he rowed out in the skiff, baited the trotlines with hunks of snake, hung them off the stern, and went to cajoling the catfish.


—Fresh water moccasin, honeys. Come to Papa. I killed this snake a-purpose for you and now you goldarned fish is hidin out. Lazy critters bellywallerin in Mississippi mud all the livelong day when you ought to be the makins for a catfish pie. Come to Lucian, now. C’mon. You got a taste for fresh kilt snake, I know you do.


Eb stayed in the texas, out of the sun, fiddling with his charts, poring over ledgers that showed the war was not altogether a bad thing, not for a man with a nose for a dollar. He had pondered some of the right and wrong of it, taking profit off the misery of war, and had not absolved himself entirely, although he knew the greater guilt to be with the men who made powder and shot and the engines of destruction and sold them without favor to the side that could afford to pay the highest price. If not for the war profiteers, the armies that clashed by night would be armed with stones and cudgels, able to kill only at close quarters. If it was wrong to sell a man a watermelon or a pig within the sound of the cannon, surely it was worse to sell the cannon and shot, although he was not certain he would care to argue the point come Judgment Day.


Within an hour Lucian had three big catfish gutted, two of them smoking on forked sticks over the fire while he sliced the third into fillets, daubed the fillets in lard and cornmeal and a sprinkling of salt and tossed them into the frying pan. Eb poured generous dollops of rye into bent tin cups. Lucian tore open a gunnysack of sweetcorn, slipped a dozen ears still wrapped in the husks among the embers of the fire, added four sweet potatoes. By the time they were done licking the grease from their fingers, they were deep into a third cup of rye. They leaned back against the thick trunks of oak trees and watched the sun cast long ropes of fire over black water, a tawdry display lurid with the promise of undiscovered sin. A heron flapped over the river bound for Louisiana, towing its long legs into the sunset. Far out in the swift current of the main channel, a Union supply boat churned past without a hail, hurrying off to war. They sat in silence for a time, watching the river. Lucian pointed to a long sycamore floating past, black limbs and a tangle of roots tumbling out of the water.


—I expect that if a man was to sit on this towhead long enough, sooner or later he’d see most everythin float by, headin for New Orleans.


—Long as he was here to see it. Every little thing passes by is one less thing you’re goin to see before Judgment Day and a man never knows how close that day may be. I expect that dead rebel could a told us a thing or two bout Judgment Day.


—Aint it the truth? You ever think about that? How it’s all like this big river, goin on and on until they aint no more goin on to go? You see that big sycamore snag and Carter’s woodlot yonder, and Cat Island and the dogleg after Marse Hunter’s plantation and the shoalest water at the north end of the Barnaby Slough, and every foot of it is one more foot of river that has passed you by. That river creepin on tomorrow and tomorrow and the day after next Sunday, until they aint nobody round to see it no more and all our hurryin and doin is goin to be washed away with the rest of it, like a caved-in point in the December highwater. It’s a damned fool yarn, a whole lot a noise that don’t signify no more’n a gutted catfish. It’s enough to scare folks right through the door to the first church they lays eyes on. That’s what keeps your preachers in business, you ask me. Folks see they don’t amount to much more than a stick in the river they got to believe in somethin, even if it’s all a lot of mumbletyjumble.


They talked through the night, until the first apricot tinge washed the eastern shore of the river. Lucian declared it was time to get some shut-eye. Eb stayed awake to watch the sunrise, puffing his pipe and listening to the sounds of the river. He was a southerner by birth but an abolitionist in sympathy, the opposite of the northern Copperheads who were pouring into the South, venomous with their hatred of the Negro and spoiling for a fight. Back home, his brothers sided with the majority of the citizenry in seceding from the secessionists, setting up the independent republic of Jones County, Mississippi; it was called the Free State of Jones, a bastion of dissenters in a land of slaves. After the government of Jefferson Davis passed the Twenty Negro Law stating that any man owning as many as twenty slaves was excused from the fight to stay home and keep an eye on his plantation, the two youngest Paint brothers determined that the southern cause was a rich man’s war but a poor man’s fight and they left to join one of the Jones County regiments fighting with the Federals. If he had two sound feet for marching, Eb would have joined them. Had he done so, he would likely be as dead as they were this very day.


Beyond his abolitionist sympathies, Eb considered himself a patriot. He believed the United States of America was the greatest nation on earth, the one true bastion of liberty, the last, best hope for mankind. But once a wrong as great as slavery had been committed on this soil, could that wrong ever be cleansed? Could a nation as divided as this one ever heal? Would all the blood now being poured into the land act as a baptismal tide, saving a misguided people from the morass of their own sins, or were they doomed by the misdeeds of whole generations of white men? Would it ever be possible to make things right with a fellow who had been whipped until the blood poured from his back? Was there any sound reason why Lucian should not take an ax one night and hack to death every white man and woman he could find?


Eb grabbed his bedroll, stretched out next to what was left of the fire, watched a lopsided moon lollygag across a pale sky, trying to outrun the rising sun and making a poor job of it. He had no answers for the questions he put to the river. The future of the Republic was as murky as the Mississippi and every bit as strewn with boiling whirlpools, unseen snags, flood tides, forgotten wrecks lying in wait. It was like one of those sloughs where the river divides a thousand times and then a thousand more. Only one path will lead you through and only the best river pilots can find the path. The hard part was to find the channel in these perilous times, a task for great-souled men who could see much farther down this old river than he could. Now if Marse Lincoln should happen along one night and sit down cross-legged by the fire, they could worry at it over Lucian’s fried catfish and whiskey and by daybreak, the Lord willing, they might arrive at a place where the channel was marked plain as a turnpike, where the river flowed clear and straight and sensible all the way to the sea. He drifted off to sleep at last, into a dream of Marse Lincoln rowing a skiff upriver, his long back and sinewy arms bent to the oars. As the president rowed, Eb poured the man a cupful of Lucian’s rye whiskey. In times like these, the man at the helm needed something to warm his innards.


 


An hour later, Lucian was pounding coffee beans.


—Goddammit, Lucian. Sun aint but half up.


—I thought you was in a hurry to get off this here towhead.


—Goddammit anyway.




—C’mon, Eb. Times a-wastin.


They rode the current south along the main channel of the river, just enough steam in the boilers to keep the paddle turning. They glided past three tumbledown abandoned villages, an overgrown cotton plantation and a long Union raft holding to the main channel, where the current was strongest, Federal troops escorting bales of supplies south to Vicksburg, bayonets glinting in the sun. The Stars and Stripes, waving from the jackstaff of the Marielita, granted them free passage and a hail from the troops.


—What we need for this here raft is a little a that steam. Reckon we could borry some from you fellas?


—None to loan, but we’ll sell y’all a dozen bolts a fresh steam at three cents a yard.


That brought a guffaw from the raft.


—You goddamned traders would charge a man for a bucket a warm spit and then make him pay double for somethin to warsh out the taste a spit. You fellas got whiskey aboard?


—Three dollars a pint.


—Hell you say. That whiskey you sellin or diamonds?


—Open your throat, it’s like swallowin diamonds, it’s that good.


—You’ll have to save it for a rich man, then. Aint naught here but poor soldiers bound for the slaughter.


The Marielita glided on by. If the men called a halt at the next loading dock, they would be thirsty enough to pay three dollars a pint. If not, there would be others. A boat hauling boot leather, plug tobacco, and hundred-proof liquor on the fringes of a war zone would never lack for customers. Within the shadow of conflict, specie became unmoored and floated free and men grew careless of the value of greasy bits of paper, happy to swap piles of dollars for plug tobacco, sugar, rye, paper, boot leather, beeswax, anything a boat could carry.


Lucian pointed to a long, slanting streak across the water a half mile ahead.


—That bluff reef’s gettin bigger, boss. Best tuck in close to the labberd bank till you get past it.




Eb obeyed without question. Lucian swept the river ahead with the spyglass.


—Ever occur to you that come this time next year, half of them boys’ll be dead or so busted up they’s no use to nobody?


—It has.


—I’ve thought about it considerable. Seein that raft, it’s like ridin by a graveyard, only the dead don’t know they’s dead, so they’s a-wavin and a-hollerin and a-lookin to buy whiskey.


—If they knew they was dead, I don’t expect you’d get much fight out of them.


—I expect not. Nor sell ’em much whiskey neither.


It was not a topic they cared to explore further. They settled into an uneasy silence. From midriver, both shores were identical dark smudges of vegetation, trees and weeds and brush all tangled together—sycamore, black pine, joe-pye weed, swamp oak, shagbark hickory, possum haw, wolf willow, dwarf cypress, sumac, hack-matack, cottonwood, honeysuckle. A bloom of egrets rose from the Mississippi shore a mile downriver, at that distance like cotton bolls flung into the breeze. Lucian saw them first.


—Watch them birds, Eb. Somethin flushed ’em.


—Might be a alligator.


—Yep. Might be a elephant too, but it aint no alligator and it aint no elephant neither.


—How do you know that?


—If it was a alligator, them birds would fly a ways, then they’d light back on the water. Men around, they keep movin.


—Give me a peek through that thing.


Eb took the glass from Lucian and fixed it on the shore. He could make out two dozen ragged Confederates on a rare sandy stretch where the bush didn’t grow right down to the river. They waved madly, like escapees from an asylum, beckoning him to shore. Eb knew what they wanted: they would rifle through his stock, plunge their hands into barrels of buckwheat flour and cornmeal, crack eggs straight down their gullets, lick sorghum and molasses off fingers black with dirt, claw at the chickens as though they intended to eat them alive, feathers and beaks and all. When they had emptied the Marielita of everything she carried, they would make a great show of figuring exactly what they owed and pay with a greasy stack of worthless Confederate dollars. Then out of sheer orneriness they would ask if Lucian had his “dockaments” proving that he was a freed slave and pore over his papers a long while even though not one of them could read a lick. Like as not they would take a notion to lead Lucian off and sell him to the first slave trader they came across, documents or no documents.


—Haul that flag, Lucian.


Lucian was already at it, pulling the Stars and Stripes down from the jackstaff and tucking it under the chicken coop.


—What you aim to do?


—Run past ’em. Make like we don’t see ’em, see if we can’t drift to the Louisiana bank and snug in with some bluecoats.


—I thought they wasn’t no rebels this side of the river before Vicksburg.


—I expect they slipped out of Vicksburg in the fog and got past the Federals before it lifted. They’re like chiggers that way, get up inside your pants and bite your ass.


Eb eased the helm to starboard. Lucian took the glass, twisted it until he could make out a rebel’s battered hat. He scanned uphill, found a rebel battery seated on a makeshift terreplein behind a parapet of fresh-cut logs with three cannon unlimbered and ready, pivoting on their trunnions to bring gaping muzzles to bear on the Marielita.


—What you see?


—They got a battery up in them woods.


—They wouldn’t fire at us. We aint no warship.


—Hell they wouldn’t. Looks like they fixin to do just that.


As he said it, Lucian saw a puff of black smoke from the hill. A screaming came across the water, followed by the report of the cannon. A geyser of white water rose three hundred yards to larboard. Lucian didn’t flinch.


—Eight-inch shell, sounds like. Fuzes cut for thirty seconds, maybe forty. Caint find the range yet. You give ’em time to get the range, they can drop that eight-pound shot down a chicken’s gullet.


There was another puff of smoke and a long scream that wailed low over the twin smokestacks of the Marielita and exploded in a sheet of water fifty yards to larboard. This time even Lucian ducked.


—Looks like they figgerin it out.


—Swing that glass to starboard. There ought to be a Union landing just past that little towhead.


Lucian swiveled the glass beyond the little sandbar and found a line of white water where a rotting jetty thrust a perpendicular jab into the river. Beyond that the Union pier was busy with bluecoats hauling bales of equipment off a long raft. One or two had spotted the Marielita and were waving her in.


—They’s just past the towhead. Looks like they want us to put in that side. We’re awful popular this mornin.


A third shot splashed well off the bow. Now Lucian could see Union troops waving and pointing at the rebels, more bluecoats back in the woods unlimbering their own artillery.


—Damn. We goin to find ourselves in the middle of a shootin match.


—No, we aint. Now you wave at them rebels; let ’em know we’re comin in.


—How’s that?


—Just do it, Lucian. I aint got time for one of your dang agguments. Do it quick, then get down to the boiler deck, grab every loose stick of lumber you can get your hands on, stoke it into them boilers and get your pitchpine ready. When I ring the bell, you start chuckin pitchpine into the boilers and nothin else.


—I do that, she’s goin to gum up and blow a cylinder head.


—Not if one of them shells hits us first.


Two balls screamed over the river in unison, the second near enough to the stern to send a geyser of water onto the hurricane deck back of the texas. Lucian was already up on the bow, waving to the Confederates, letting them think he was putting to shore. As Eb swung the helm hard to larboard and sighted along the jackstaff to get his bearings, Lucian tore down the steps to the boiler deck and stuffed cottonwood logs into the boilers. He had to brace himself as the Marielita heeled over and came about, reluctant as a fat boy on his way to school. With the boat running toward the Mississippi shore, a rebel shot fell a hundred yards off the stern and the Secesh battery fell silent, waiting for them to come in. Lucian threw another armload of wood into the boiler. Black smoke belched from the stacks and the Marielita hiccuped and stuttered as she gathered speed. Eb tried to watch everything at once: the pressure gauges, the approaching shoreline, the power of the river running crosscurrent to the boat, the sternwheel churning foam as it bit deep into the water. He fancied he could see those Johnny Rebs salivating at the prospect of a supper that might consist of something other than mule meat, roast rat, and peameal bread.


The boiler rattled and hissed steam. It was time.


—You might want to take aholt of somethin, Lucian. She’s goin to come about right smart.


Eb watched Lucian brace himself against a rail, waited until the man appeared set, then spun the helm to starboard so hard one of the spokes whacked his wrist. Old oak groaned, metal screeched and the Marielita hunched down low in the water on the starboard side, heeling over so far that for two dozen strokes the sternwheel caught nothing but air. Then the flat keel slapped down on the river, the paddles caught water and the current helped shove the boat into a sweeping turn as she swung downriver, caught her breath, shivered about and at last found her bearings again, bound away from the rebels toward the Louisiana shore. Eb sighted along the point of the jackstaff and aimed her directly at the Union landing. Lucian brought the glass to bear on the baffled Confederates standing helplessly on the shore as their dinner headed west.


Once the rebels saw what Eb was up to, their artillery opened fire in earnest. Geysers of river water spouted on either side of the boat. Lucian’s spotted barrow squealed in terror, his Plymouth Rock hens squawked as they tore back and forth looking for a way to escape from the makeshift chickencoop on deck. Lucian ignored the water that splashed down his back, stooped for more wood. Eb spun the wheel back and forth, carving slow zigzags over the water, eyes fixed on the far shore, willing speed from a boat whose quickest tempo was a maddening saunter. He tugged the bellcord so hard he thought the rope would break, signaling Lucian to start tossing pitchpine into the boilers. He pulled the rope again and again until he saw black soot pouring from the smokestacks and the Marielita chugged on, her trail vanishing in billowing clouds of black smoke that obscured her passage. The wind was right, blowing straight out from shore to hide the boat behind a widening smokescreen.


The last Confederate ball exploded a dozen feet off the larboard rail and doused the main deck in three inches of water. The Federal dock was now so close that Eb, peering through the glass, could see the faces and beards of the men waving him in. The rebels shifted their attention to the Union battery up in the trees, which was now taking fire and returning it threefold. Eb and Lucian could hear the balls screaming back and forth overhead, see the shells bursting among the bluecoats as the Confederates began to find the range. The din all around them seemed to blend into something almost like silence and they were adrift on a river smooth as glass, in a realm beyond sight and sound where the best a man could do was to pray that he not find himself burned in all his parts clinging to a spar in midriver, a piece of blackened flotsam as unlike to a man as a crawfish or a porcupine.


Lucian spotted the Federal gunboat as it rounded the bend downriver, bristling with armor and weaponry and gleaming in the sunlight like redemption itself. Squat, low in the water, ugly and effective as a bulldog. She was the John Quincy Adams, on her way north at the head of a flotilla sent by Ulysses S. Grant to clear the river for supply boats bound to Vicksburg. Eb and Lucian watched as she swung to and unleashed a rolling broadside from her starboard and bow guns that turned the water black with smoke. The rebels forgot the Marielita and the Union battery and turned their attention to the John Quincy Adams as she fought her way against the current, a target making less than three knots and considerably larger than the Marielita. The gunboat was hit first with plunging fire from the heights that collapsed her bridge, then a one-in-a-million shot struck the engine room. The John Quincy Adams lost power and began drifting backward with the current, helpless. Before she bowed out of the fight, a last salvo from her guns found the range and knocked out the Confederate battery just as the bow of the Marielita nudged into the lowest point of the riverbank, her paddle wheels slowly grinding her bow into the mud. The Federals ashore sent up a cheer. A tug from the trailing flotilla grappled the John Quincy Adams and towed her to shore at the makeshift dock, a hundred feet downriver from the spot where Eb had beached the Marielita. Litter bearers hauling the dead and wounded off the gunboat slipped in blood and cursed their loads, men drenched in gore screamed as they were dropped and hoisted and dropped again, a longhaired sailor flopped like a gutted fish and died as soon as he was ashore. Eb and Lucian tried to find a way to help, realized they were only getting in the way and stood by, watching the litterbearers stumble ashore with their screaming, shattered burdens. Lucian took a long pull of rye.


—What I heard about them hospitals, it might be more merciful to shoot a wounded man in the head and be done with it.


—Could be, but a man’s got to hope. Sometimes that’s all he’s got.


Shadows of tall pine lengthened over the water, all traces of the recent skirmish vanished with the pitchpine smoke from the Marielita’s boilers that scattered downriver with the breeze. A half mile upriver a man in a rowboat was far out into the main current with two or three trotlines out for catfish. Lucian pointed to the boat.


—He aint got the word they’s a war on.


—War or no war, a man has to keep on keepin on.















CHAPTER 4






The dock was still bloodslick when the healthy Federals came swarming aboard the Marielita, greenbacks in hand. The rye whiskey went first, then the plug tobacco, stacks of coarse gray writing paper, Lucian’s chickens, cornmeal, buckwheat flour, hardtack, molasses. Before dark they had sold off everything aboard the ship except their personal belongings and Lucian’s spotted barrow. Ashore, a mushroom growth of tents had already sprung up in the shadows, a kettle boiled over a fire at the center of each circle of tents, cooks sliced onions into a rough-and-ready stew of chicken parts, the gravy thickened with possum meat. The wounded who were past help moaned on litters where they had been left to their pain and prayers, their ragged bandages already filthy. The dead were arrayed in a clearing, each with a tattered blanket spread to hide his face and wounds, their sprawled bodies like heaps of old clothing cast aside. The soldiers had torn apart an old fisherman’s shack to save the trouble of cutting trees for firewood; they broke up some of the boards, scrawled the names of the dead with chalk on slabs of wood and laid a slab neatly on the breast of each corpse for burial. The burial parties were already at work digging shallow graves in the rocky ground. They worked by torchlight, tacking nameboards to sticks of pine to form rough crosses at the heads of the graves, where the names would endure only until the first shower washed away the chalk. It hardly mattered; most of the time the survivors were hardly sure which body was in which grave anyway. It was all haste and hurry, dead men dropped into peeled ground with a dollop of sorrow and no glory at all.


It was past sundown and they had a fire going on the fringes of the Federal bivouac when Eb noticed his hands were still shaking.


—You hold back any of that arsenic rye of your’n? We sold all that good Tennessee whiskey.


Lucian reached into his bedding, hauled out a three-pint Union canteen full of rye. Eb chugged the fiery stuff like a man quaffing cold springwater, drank until his throat stung and his eyes watered. A dark-bearded sergeant strolled over, said they had taken thirteen dead and thirty wounded off the John Quincy Adams. The Union battery ashore had suffered another dozen killed and as many wounded who weren’t likely to survive.


—You fellas was lucky. I aint never known the Rebs to miss like that. But you got sand. Aint many like you folks care to operate along this stretch of river.


—If I had my druthers, I ain’t sure I care to operate down here no more neither.


—Caint say I blame you. You oughten to sell this boat and get off the river.


—I might do. First I got to thank them fellas on the gunboat that saved our lives.


—They was just lookin for Rebels to kill, same as us.


Eb offered the sergeant a pull of Lucian’s rye. He could see where a Confederate minié ball had plowed a furrow in the man’s cheek from the corner of his eye to the jawline, the scar showing an angry red in the firelight. The sergeant squatted on his heels for a time, as though he was working himself up to some pronouncement, then took another belt of whiskey and ambled off without saying a word. Lucian stretched out on his back and was snoring within a minute. Eb tried to do the same but it was a long while before something like sleep caught up to him. In a waking dream he saw the Marielita take a direct hit and dissolve into splinters of oak and pine that pierced his body as she went down, leaving his corpse to wash up against a boat on some downriver towhead where his skull would beat a hollow tattoo on the hull with every ripple of the Mississippi.


 


When Eb woke the next morning, the Federals had taken their wounded and vanished to the last man, leaving no one behind where the ancient trees spread their dark secret boughs over pine-needle beds soaked with blood and strewn with bandages caked black in the night. When the breeze stirred the overhanging limbs, the sun flashed lightdark darklight in semaphore on his face until he picked up a rock to hurl at a chittering squirrel.


—Lucian?


—Yassuh.


—Where’d them Federals get to?


—They done lit out. Ever last one. Afore first light.


—How could that be?


—They moved quick and quiet. Warn’t no bugles and no revalay, they just up and went. Three, four more died last night. Buried ’em quick before they left.


Eb nodded as though burying the dead was as normal a way for a man to start a morning as slopping the hogs. He hauled himself to his feet, crunched over pine needles looking for a likely spot to urinate away from the campground, his eyes still half-closed. His foot slipped on something warm and blue and swarming with flies. He felt his gorge rise: a man’s innards on the ground. Farther on he spotted a foot in a torn gray scrap of stocking lying on a sumac root. He stepped a few feet away. This war could wobble a man. No sense to it. He sprayed hot piss on dark ferns like a dog marking his territory, taking a shivery pleasure in this simplest act of being alive. When he was through, he tugged his suspenders back over his shoulders and padded in bright sunshine back to the fire, where Lucian poked at the coals with a stick.


—You hang on to any of them coffee beans?


—Yassuh.


—Could you rassle up a little coffee then?


—Got the water to boilin already.




—It’s somethin how all them soldiers up and went and I never heard a thing.


—They was quiet. I expect you was plumb wore out, slept right through.


—I was tuckered. Still, it gives a fellow a fright to know a whole danged batch of soldiers can move off like that and him not hear a thing. Remember how you was sayin most of them is ghosts already, only they don’t know it? Maybe they move so quiet cause they’re somewhere between human and spirit, vanishin right in front of our eyes.


—Nope, they warn’t no ghosts. They was just men in a hurry to get where they got to go.


Eb burned his lips on the tin coffee mug. It was not necessarily true, he thought, that a man was transformed from body to spirit the instant a charged shot tore out his bowels. There was a species of doom that could settle over a fellow weeks before his death, so that near the end that man could pass between you and the sun on a bright day and you would not be in his shadow.


 


They spent the next three weeks beating their way back north against the flow of the big steamboats and long rafts hauling troops and supplies south, a stream as unending as the river itself. Here and there they put in at rickety mud-and-stick Arkansas towns that in a flood year would tumble into the river and leave no trace, so that the next trip a man would round a bend and see only gumbo and rock and wonder if his mind had not failed him in some significant fashion, restructured a thing as immutable as geography and scrawled in its place an imaginary and now vanished shoreline populated with draymen, storekeepers, gamblers, preachers, rivermen, whores, and their boatloads of filthy urchins. Scavenging troops had long since stripped these towns of anything of value; the few citizens in view hastened about their business, eager to get back inside some shelter, however shabby and impermanent. Eb and Lucian wondered what lure would keep a person bound to a place that offered little more than mud and rock and the imminent possibility of some riverborne catastrophe; they could detect no reason for such curious behavior other than sheer force of habit. A man walked the same path to an outhouse for a span of days, and in time that path came to define his existence as surely as hidden gold or progeny unborn, so that if you were to tell him to pick up his possessions and move to a mansion he would feel the reluctance in his bowels and the soles of his bare feet, which had taken root in that path and that ground. They watched the tattered habitations from the river, untroubled by any desire to put ashore, their own habits linked to movement and current and flow. Empty, the Marielita rode high in the water. On any other occasion Eb would have put in to shore every few miles to do a little trading. On this trip he kept to the easy water, venturing ashore only when the ship needed to take on wood, wanting to put as much distance as he could between himself and the carnage around Vicksburg.


Just north of Greenville on the Mississippi side, they called a halt for a week to refit paddles, adjust the hog chains, polish the boilers, whitewash the deck, for all the world as though they were planning another trip. Lucian went along, knowing what was coming before Eb knew it himself.


—We could buy us another load, make another run, maybe two, leave this river feelin like a rich man feels. Man turns a good profit down there.


—He do at that. Long as he don’t make too much fuss bout stayin alive.


—That’s the nub of it, right there. Which way you thinkin, Lucian?


—I got no stake in it. Your boat, your choice. You want to run down that river again, I’ll tend the boilers and the hog chains, scare up chickens to sell and keep a eye out for the Secesh, same as usual. You want to sell up, I would tell the world you’re a sensible man.


—Well, I’m thinkin one of these days I might have to sell and get on to Dakota.




—I was you, I’d do the same. Cept not the Dakota part.


—Where would you go?


—Galveston.


—Galveston? You mean Galveston down in Texas?


—Yup. Galveston. My wife and babies was there, last I knew.


—They might be long gone by now. Could be any place south of the Mason-Dixon Line.


—They might. But Galveston is where I got to start.


—Well, let’s say I’m sellin up then. We got to put the word about that this boat is for sale. Don’t know how many folks is willin to part with Federal dollars for a old tub that has seen her best days come and go.


—Oh, they’s folks will buy all right. They see a dollar to be made in death and destruction, you won’t be able to scrape ’em off with a spade.


—Don’t know that I’m ready to sell just yet. Me and this old boat been together so long, it don’t seem right. Anyhow, I’d be sorry to see you go. You’re a contrary cuss, but a fellow gets used to the company after a while.


—Nothin goes on forever, not even this old river. I’ll stick till you find your buyer, then I’m off to Galveston.


 


The buyer was Alfonso Posey, a squat, pig-eyed Yankee carpetbagger with a goiter the size of a snapping turtle and a single tuft of coarse black hair over his left ear. The man had in his money belt enough greenbacks to close the deal in fifteen minutes. At the last minute, Eb hesitated, reluctant to see the Marielita sold to anyone, much less this venal creature from the alien North.


—You know anything about boats or this river?


—Not a damned thing. Nor care to.


—What you fixin to do with her?


—That aint your worry neither. You got your money and I got your boat.


—Well, she’s been a good boat. Kept us alive. A man can’t ask a lot more than that.




—That’s where you’re wrong. Your Mexican and your nigger is content just to stay alive and dip his pecker at night. Your white man, he’s civilized. He wants a deal more.


Eb glanced at Lucian, saw the huge fists clench once and relax. The fool wasn’t worth busting up.


 


Lucian Quigley left with five hundred dollars from the sale of the boat. More money than he had ever seen in his life, half what Eb offered, a fraction of what he was worth. Bound for Galveston, determined to scour every square inch of Texas for his wife and babies. Eb embarrassed himself at their parting, weeping like a child until Lucian wrapped a powerful arm around his shoulders.


—We seen some things, done some things.


—That we done.


—I’d feel a sight better if the two of us was bound the same direction.


—I don’t have no aggument with that. Only we aint.


—If I had my druthers, you’d be comin to Dakota with me.


—We done talked all through that. First I got to find my woman and them little ones.


—They’s Comanche in Texas. And Mexicans. And bandit rebels more dangerous than any Indian you’ll ever meet. Crazy Texans would as soon shoot a black man as look at him. Be a whole lot easier if you could leave off chasin a needle in a haystack, especially when that haystack is plumb full a dangerous folk.


—A man can’t set still and let a thing like this be, y’understand? If I got to chase my woman and my babies to t’other end of the world where the grass grows out the sky and the fishes climb trees, that’s what has to be done. This war aint goin to go on forever and the Federals are goin to win it. You can see it plain as day, all them boats flowin down this river. When it’s over they got to set my people free. When they do, I aim to be there so’s my family got a place to go and a roof over their heads. But I aim to step careful.


—You do that.


Eb watched Lucian fasten a packsaddle to a gray mule, talking to the mule the same way he talked to his precious catfish. When the mule was loaded to his satisfaction, Lucian mounted a spavined brown horse bareback and rode off south, leading the spotted barrow with a rawhide leash. Eb kept watching until he couldn’t see the barrow at all and Lucian was no more than a speck and still he could not convince himself to move on.















CHAPTER 5






Alfonso Posey owned the Marielita for three days, sold her to the Federals for a five-hundred-dollar profit. She was rechristened the Moline in honor of the hometown of Captain Edwards Pike, a Bible-pounding old buzzard who believed in the liberal use of the lash for such offenses as spitting tobacco on the deck, taking the name of the Lord in vain, and questioning the judgment of the infallible Edwards Pike. Pike died three months later along with four of his crew when the Moline threw a cylinder head just as Lucian had always predicted she would and went to the bottom of the Mississippi two hundred miles south of the spot where Pike took command.


A week after bidding his good-byes to Lucian and the Marielita, Ebenezer Paint managed to squeeze onto a Federal packet boat bound for Memphis, two hundred miles to the north. He spent the Fourth of July ashore in a city sullen and cowed under oppressive heat and Union guns. Memphis had been occupied for less than a month after General Beauregard ordered Confederate troops to leave the city on June fourth and a Confederate attempt to rescue the city with the fleet ended in a disastrous naval battle; the natives were disinclined to accept the defeat or the Union troops that came with it. The city was now occupied by the Indiana brigade under Colonel G. N. Fitch; southern women and children kept out of sight, not wanting to show themselves to the Federals; old men shook quavery fists at soldiers who laughed and spat tobacco where they pleased. The streets were crowded with soldiers, muleskinners, war profiteers, supply wagons. Turncoat merchants eager to please the victors strung red-white-and-blue bunting on storefronts and prepared to join the celebration. On that Fourth of July the extent of the Confederate catastrophe became obvious from the Atlantic to the Mississippi: Robert E. Lee had been repulsed at Cemetery Hill, Joseph E. Johnston had failed to cross the Big Black River, Zachary Taylor’s son Dick Taylor was unable to retake New Orleans despite the panic in the city, and Theophilus Holmes could not capture Helena. The ultimate humiliation, however, came after the long and brutal siege of Vicksburg, when Major General John Pemberton surrendered the starving garrison to Ulysses S. Grant on Independence Day, cutting the Confederate States in two and leaving the great highway of the Mississippi in Union hands.


The news reached Memphis by telegraph on Independence Day and drunken torch parades of gloating Federals staggered through the streets until dawn the next morning. Unable to sleep with all the commotion, Eb wandered and watched until the first red streaks of a bloody dawn sent him back to the packet boat. It was not his celebration; he remembered too clearly a pulped Secesh head pounding the hull of the Marielita, Federal innards blue and fly-mottled, a row of graves hastily dug and hastily forgotten. The irony was duly noted: Now that he had decided that the Mississippi was an impossibly dangerous place to operate a store boat and sold the Marielita, the fall of the citadel at Vicksburg meant the river would be relatively safe for commercial traffic from Cairo to New Orleans. Given the extent of the Confederate reversals, the war might be over in six months or less and he and Lucian would have been able to run their boat in peace, but there was no going back now. Lucian was on his way to Galveston, Eb was bound for Dakota. He had never been one to worry over things lost or turns not taken. As the celebrations died down outside and he drifted off to sleep, he imagined himself at an upstairs window in a big white house overlooking a river somewhere in Dakota, a passel of children playing on an expanse of lawn below, fine horses in a pasture behind neat white fences, and from the parlor the sound of his wife at the piano, playing one of those Stephen Foster tunes he loved. If a man could latch onto a dream of sufficient power, there wasn’t much he couldn’t do.


Two weeks later, Eb caught a second packet boat as far as St. Louis, where he found himself stranded without passage up the Missouri. The war had so reduced passenger and freight traffic on the rivers that it was difficult to find steamboat passage at any price. He was preparing to winter in St. Louis when in a dim and derelict waterfront doggery one gin-soaked late summer afternoon he encountered Captain Horatio Leverton, master of the Western Dawn, a sleek shallowdraft sidewheeler and one of the first steamboats to make the run from St. Louis all the way up the Missouri to Fort Benton in Montana.


In his cups, Leverton took Eb for his boon companion and fellow river rat and promised free passage as far upriver as Eb cared to go. As they talked and the liquor flowed, the Marielita grew until she was a full-fledged steamboat nearly on a par with the Western Dawn, with a crew of twelve, a quartet of boilers and handsome quarters for fine ladies willing to book passage on a ship where the wood was always whitewashed and the brass always polished. After innumerable toasts to the river and to the great steamboat pilots who had tamed her, to Marse Lincoln and the Union triumphant, they climbed into the captain’s hired phaeton behind a matched chestnut pacing team and pounded through a warren of streets past soot-blackened houses without end, bound for a rambling three-story manse where Leverton promised they would find delights unimaginable, pleasures to put the bordellos of New Orleans itself to shame.


 


After a night in the arms of a tender harlot, Eb woke to the furious bellow of Horatio Leverton pounding at the door.


—Ebenezer Paint! Ebenezer Paint! Time to take ship! Up and at ’em! Leave the girl be!


The phaeton with its matched team was ready and waiting outside. The chestnut pacers clattered again through dark cobblestone streets, where huddled figures slept, drank, urinated, and fornicated in shadowed doorways or staggered aimlessly to and fro, dodging clear of the flashing hooves as though hauled to safety by some unseen hand. Leverton shouted at them to clear the path and cracked his whip. It was a cloudy, moonless night, the streets running dark as rivers of ink. Eb could not understand how Leverton knew where he was going; perhaps the horses knew the way. The phaeton lurched left and right, clattered over cobblestones and tore through deep mud puddles. Eb had to lean out to vomit over the side.


In a cone of light blown from the open door of a doggery, a man vast as the night itself seemed to rise in the path of the onrushing phaeton, a mudcreature birthed from the mud. The creature stood weaving, drunken, bearlike, blocking their path as though daring Leverton to pass. Eb shouted a warning and braced himself for the impact but the creature leapt aside with the agility of a bobcat, avoiding the flashing hooves as he swiveled his weight to swing a giant’s cudgel at Leverton’s head. The phaeton was moving too fast. The blow glanced off the rear wheel as they passed. Eb felt the carriage sway and shudder with the force of it. Somehow the wheel held. Leverton drove on, thundering into the night, curses howling in his wake.


 


They returned to the wharf in the first feeble gray of a watery dawn to find waiting among the draymen, the heaving, sweating stevedores and the confusion of the harbor a phalanx of Holiness Charismatics, the only paying passengers aboard the Western Dawn. In his cups, Horatio Leverton had entirely forgotten the Charismatics, who were taking ship as far as Sioux City, where they planned to purchase wagons and mules before carrying on to Dakota Territory. The leader of the flock was the Reverend Augustus Connell, a tall, emaciated preacher with the aspect of a hungry vulture. Until that spring, Reverend Connell had been minister of the Church of the Living Redeemer in Oberlin, Ohio, where at dawn on Easter Sunday he claimed to have received the Sign of the Spirit telling him to pull up stakes and bring his flock to the Wild West to convert the savage heathen. Among the forty pilgrims who had agreed to accompany him to Dakota Territory were two dozen widows of the War of the Rebellion, including several women still in the prime of life. They were accompanied by a handful of males, pale and sorry specimens who were all too old, too ill, or like Eb Paint himself, too crippled to fight. Spread out along the wharf in their dark, dismal plumage, they offered to the carousing revelers a grim reminder that there is a price to be paid for sin, a price some begin to pay sooner than others.


Leverton stumbled from the phaeton and lurched in their direction. In the captain’s wake wafted the trail of liquor fumes oozing from his pores. The reverend sniffed with his long nose, shuffled his gaitered ankles back a pace or two and crossed his arms like a schoolmaster. When Leverton extended his paw, Connell took it with the air of a man plucking fish guts.


—You’ve been drinking.


—A wee dram only, sir. I don’t hold with liquor aboard ship, y’see, so I make it a habit to bid the stuff good-bye in St. Louee, but only after a sip or two to fight off the chill. It don’t appear so in this heat, but the Missouri can be a mighty chilly place.


The sun was barely up but already the heat brought the choking stench of rotting garbage and dead fish from the cocoa-colored, oilslicked water at the river’s edge. There would be no chill in this day unless a man caught his death of the swamp fever. Leverton knew as much and so did the Reverend Connell. They were not yet aboard ship and already the riverboat captain and the preacher were circling each other like fighting cocks. To head off a confrontation, Eb slipped between them and shook the reverend’s hand.


—Ebenezer Paint, sir. The captain has to be taking this phaeton back to the stable, so maybe you folks could begin stowing your gear aboard ship.


Leverton allowed himself to be dragged away to see to the return of the phaeton and the chestnut team while the first mate ordered the stevedores to load the heaps of chests the pilgrims had piled on the dock. Eb stayed on the wharf to watch the furious activity preceding the steamboat’s departure. He had seen it a thousand times downriver but he never tired of the spectacle. The sun rose like a rotten tangerine over the molten river, wagons and draymen’s carts came and went, the sweating stevedores bent their backs to their loads and the curses of the first mate spurred them on. By the time Leverton returned, the Western Dawn needed only wood, water, and pilgrims before casting off at precisely three in the afternoon.


At five minutes before three, the order was given to burn pitchpine and resin and the columns of black smoke pouring from the smokestacks offered the first sign that the Western Dawn was about to cast off. Old Glory was unfurled from the jackstaff, the last bells sounded, the paddles began to turn, and the boat slipped back into the stream. Eb raced aboard an instant before the stage planks were hauled in, took his place on the bow just back of the leadsman, and watched until they were well out in the channel and the pilot had set his course almost directly into the setting sun, bound due west for Kansas City, St. Joe’s, and Indian country. Once they were well under way, he felt a sudden weariness as the previous night’s exertions caught up to him. He withdrew to his bunk directly across from the cabin where Leverton’s snores nearly matched the roar of the engines. The unearthly racket was unlike the sound of the Marielita only in volume; Eb found it soothing as a lullaby and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.


Early in the evening, he tottered out onto the deck to have a look about, found exhausted pilgrims and their belongings everywhere. There were no passenger cabins on the Western Dawn. The boiler deck and the main deck below it were loaded so heavily with freight that the main deck was barely six inches above the waterline and the only passenger space was out in the open on the rough planks of the hurricane deck, where the pilgrims made themselves as comfortable as possible with tattered canvas awnings stretched to provide shelter from sun, rain, and the black soot pouring from the smokestacks night and day. Some of the Charismatics tried to sleep, others gathered in weary little groups, a few bent over their devotional readings. Reverend Connell himself was stretched out on a makeshift bed under a strip of canvas, one arm flung across his face, snoring in rhythm to the thrum of the engines and the splash and slap of the paddlewheels churning inside their housing. Eb strolled to the stern, lit a cheroot, stood watching the river roll away, mulling what a deal of living a fellow could do in the span of thirty-three years. He had first come this way by oxcart with Horace and Virgil Saleen on the second leg of their passage to the goldfields of California in ’forty-nine, their entire company full of piss and vinegar and sure they were on their way to a land where a man could pluck gold nuggets from the streams like a girl gathering eggs. At the time they were too preoccupied with the journey to take much note of the country through which they passed on that long, dusty journey; now he had time to admire the long V of the ship’s wake widening over dark, muddy water until it vanished along a shoreline of low, rolling hills shimmering brown in the late summer heat under a deep blue sky streaked with thin white clouds, as though a painter had emptied his brush on the firmament.


—It’s a beautiful sight, isn’t it, sir? A reminder of God’s bounty upon us.


She was a young woman of no more than twenty, dressed in widow’s weeds. Her hair, despite the severe black bonnet she wore, fell in wild, dark curls down the back of her neck. She was of more than common height for a woman, with coppery skin, high cheekbones, a narrow waist, wide-set dark eyes, a frank, open expression. She extended a black-gloved hand.


—Good evening, sir. I am Mrs. Hobart Landry.


—Ebenezer Paint, ma’am. A pleasure.


—I wish to thank you, Mr. Paint.


—Maybe you got the wrong fella.


—No, it’s you I was looking for. I wanted to thank you for interceding this morning. I feared that awful captain and our Reverend Connell were about to come to blows.


—Oh, I doubt that. Horatio is a little salty but he wouldn’t bust a preacher in the nose.


—Perhaps not, but a man of the cloth would have little chance against such a rough type as the captain. Your diplomacy was noticed and appreciated.


—Well, thank’ee kindly, ma’am.


Eb stood awkwardly, slouch hat in hand, racking his brain for something to say to the woman. She appeared to be waiting for him to speak but faced with that innocent, upturned face, he could think of no topic for discussion except steamboats.


—I believe they’ve used cast-iron pitman rods on this boat.


—Excuse me?


—Pitman rods. What connects the engine to the paddlewheels. I always thought it was smarter to make your pitman rods out of wood. They don’t make such a clatter, and if one of ’em busts on you, you can always hew a new one out of a tree on the spot. Your cast-iron rod goes, you’re stuck until the foundry can supply a new one, and they aint always a foundry handy.


They fell silent, watching the turning wheels, the muddy water slipping aft, the tableau of river and sky. Finally, curiosity got the better of him.


—Is your husband amongst this lot?


—I lost my husband at the first Battle of Bull Run.


—I’m sorry to hear that.


—You needn’t be. I hardly knew him. We were married but six weeks when he was called off to war, but that was long enough for me to learn that Hobart Landry was overly fond of his drink.


—They’s many a fellow like that.


—I might have thought the same of you at first, the condition you two were in this morning.


—Horatio don’t mean no harm. He’s a riverboat captain. They’re a breed not given to fine manners. I’m not a drinkin man, as a steady habit.


—Well, that’s a consolation. Perhaps I can persuade you to find the way to redemption.


—If you’re talkin religion, I wouldn’t want to offer you much encouragement, ma’am. I was brought up Christian as the next fellow, but it’s been a long while since I set foot in a church. Seen too much death and destruction to give much credence to all that hocus-pocus.


—Then there is all the more reason to bring you to the Lord. I am not in the habit of accosting strange men, Mr. Paint, but we are to be some time upon this boat and I have detected something in your countenance that tells me you may be receptive to the word of God. I can be a very determined woman when it comes to bringing lost sheep to the fold.


—I’m sure you can be persistent, ma’am. But you’ll find this old rock aint that easy to wear down. What come over your bunch to make for Dakota anyhow?


—I’m afraid I am guilty of persuading the reverend of the importance of bringing the word of the Lord to the Sioux. In a way they’re my people.


—I thought you looked like you had a bit of Indian in you.


—I do, and I am proud to say so, sir. My father was a trapper who came out here from Ohio and my mother was a Minneconjou Sioux. She died of the smallpox when I was ten and my father sent me back to live with his sisters in Ohio. That’s where I met Mr. Landry. After he was killed, I went to a meeting and heard the reverend speak. I was so moved I decided to cast my lot with him.


—You’re sure the Sioux are going to make your preacher fellow feel welcome?


—I’m certain they will, once they understand we have come to save their mortal souls. What greater gift could one human bring to another, Mr. Paint?


—We passed south of here in ’forty-nine, and most of the Indians we met were Pawnee and Arapaho, but I don’t remember them bein much concerned about their mortal souls.


—That’s only because they have not been exposed to the word of the Lord, Mr. Paint. I will assist the reverend to explain it to them in their own language. They will understand.


One of the older women called to her and Mrs. Landry took her leave before Eb could remark that, in his limited experience, Indians were not in any goshawful hurry to flock to anything resembling the Church of the Living Redeemer.


 


The trip west along the Missouri was a slow one. Compared with travel on the Mississippi, it was almost like an overland journey, an endless battle with sandbars and reefs and snags, the Western Dawn beating her way over one impediment after another like a monstrous crawling insect. The trip might have been made in ten days except that the boat seemed to halt every dozen miles, sometimes more often. Off-loading one cargo, taking on something else, unloading three crates of watermelon here, loading four barrels of molasses there. Even when she was beating her way upstream against the current, the Western Dawn couldn’t move much faster than a man’s brisk walk. Eb had time to register each landmark, island, and village as they passed, cataloging them with a riverman’s thoroughness and noting every point in the little journal he had kept on the Mississippi. They put in at Augusta, Washington, Marthasville, Holstein, Hermann, Morrison, Chamois, Mokane, Osage City, then Jefferson City for three days while waiting for a load of supplies destined for General Cooke’s command on the Platte. They stopped at Hartsburg, McBaine, Boonville, Arrow Rock, Miami, Grand Pass, and spent four days at Kansas City. By the time they reached St. Joe’s, Eb and Mrs. Landry had fallen into the habit of chatting every evening on the stern, sometimes talking until the glow of his cheroot was the only light on deck, the smoke keeping the mosquitoes away, Eb always attuned to the boat and her peculiar habits.


—Feels to me like the hogchains is too tight. She aint supple like she ought to be for a shallow-bottom river like this.


—I don’t know how you can feel such a thing.


—Spend enough time on boats and you can’t help but feel it. Course my river is the Mississippi. I aint been along this way since eighteen hundred and forty-nine. World looked like a different place then.


—I imagine it did. You must have been very young.


—We was. I wasn’t but nineteen, a couple of us was younger’n that. We formed a little company down in Jones County, Mississippi. Started out with me and the Saleen brothers. Horace and Virgil. We brought in four more, figured to manage better that way, all pitch in together. Two of ’em was lawyers had just hung up their shingles, so they drawed it all up proper, shares in the California & Mississippi Gold Company to be divided eight ways. We wasn’t thirty miles out of St. Joe’s when one of them lawyers died of the cholera. Then we lost the other one to drowning in quicksand in the Platte River. Another fellow died of thirst in the Carson Desert along with most of the livestock, then one got hisself shot in a card game in the Sierra Nevada. Time we got to the goldfields, it was just me and the Saleen brothers left.


—I have heard it said there are graves all the way to California.


—Every step. The Carson Desert was the worst. You’d walk a mile, see the bones of a hundred dead oxen and the graves of three dead children, same thing the next mile. That desert was hell on animals and children.


—All for gold. It’s hard to imagine. If only men would endure such privations on behalf of the Lord our Savior.


—Gold is a thing that has a power on ye. Most of the folks who went out there was well-fixed in the first place or they wouldn’t have had money for the passage. But you get to thinkin about that gold, and how it’s just layin there in every stream waitin to be picked up, and all the things it can buy, and next thing you know you’re headed for California. Can’t help yourself.


—Only the gold wasn’t just lying there.


—No, ma’am, it sure wasn’t. Well, it was at one time. That’s what started the whole thing. That was around Sutter’s Mill, the first strike. Time we got word of it in Mississippi and decided to light out for the goldfields, the easy pickins was all picked. You could break your back tryin to shift a whole stream to a different course or strainin rock through a Long Tom from dawn to dusk, work like a slave all day and if you was lucky you could buy your dinner that night, when eggs was a dollar apiece. We was workin for one of the big mining outfits took over when the small miner couldn’t make a go of it. They had us hydraulickin, blastin a hill apart with a stream of water to see what’s inside her, when half that hill come down on us. Killed Horace and Virgil and twenty other men, hurt about a hundred more. I expect you could say I was one of the lucky ones, but I got my foot caught between a rock and a redwood tree, that’s how I come to have this limp. After that I wasn’t much use with a pick and shovel, so I took what money I had left and bought two pack mules. Started buyin denim trousers off a fella name of Levi Strauss in San Francisco and sellin ’em to the miners along the Feather River and made a little money. Your smart fella in California, he’s the one never panned for gold nor run a Long Tom. The ones got rich, they let the other man do the dirty work and made their pile sellin your miner the tools to work himself to death.


—Isn’t that always the way?


—Everywhere you go. It’s the lawyers and the land schemers and the merchants get rich while the rest breaks their backs to get poor.


—It doesn’t have to be that way. You could put aside worldly things and embrace the Church of the Living Redeemer. I must offer you some reading material. Do you know Phoebe Palmer, sir? Or William Arthur? Have you not read Mr. Arthur’s book The Tongue of Fire?


—Afraid not, ma’am.


—Well, I shall be happy to make you a loan of it, provided you give it back before we disembark. I also have some back numbers of Phoebe Palmer’s Guide to Holiness magazine, which you ought to read.


—Truth is, I’m not much of a reader.


—Can you read?


—Oh, I can all right. I just don’t.


—Well, you should, so long as you have the proper material.


She went to rummaging under one of the canvas awnings stretched out on the hurricane deck and returned with the book and several well-thumbed copies of Guide to Holiness.


—Herein lies the greatest gift you can receive.


—Well, thankee kindly, ma’am.


Her face shone up at him and her fingertips brushed his wrist.


—Your heart must be open, Mr. Paint.


—Oh, it’s open, ma’am. Open as a heart can be.


He felt himself teetering forward onto his toes as though his body was being tugged out of balance. Another degree off plumb and he would twine his fingers in those curls and kiss her full on that wide mouth.




By candlelight in his bunk that night, Eb attempted to grapple with Phoebe Palmer’s magazine but the effect on him was like a dose of laudanum. He had just enough presence of mind left to douse the candle and then he was fast asleep. After three or four more failed attempts, he had a go at William Arthur’s book but the effect was even worse. At most he could read a paragraph before his mind wandered, usually to the widow Landry’s neck, or her lips, or those square, capable shoulders, or the way she moved when she walked away from him, her black skirt blown taut against her legs.


She waited a week to bring it up.


—So have you been reading Phoebe Palmer?


—I been workin at it.


—What does that mean?


—It’s deep.


—What you are saying is that you cannot penetrate her thoughts.


—Well, it aint like I didn’t try. Trouble is, I can’t stop thinkin about you.


—It isn’t me you should be thinking of, Mr. Paint. It’s Phoebe Palmer. I am sure that if you would read it, you would not be subject to the distractions of a mere female such as myself. It is the spirit that matters, Mr. Paint. Not the flesh.


Eb drew a deep breath.


—I expect it’s been a good long time since you had a man around, ma’am.


—Mr. Landry has been in his grave a good while, sir. Now Christ is my altar.


—I’m sure He is, but even a religious woman gets to needin things.


—Needing things like what, Mr. Paint?


—Needin a man around now and again, is all.


—What are you driving at? Are you trying to court a poor widow?


—That I am. I am going west with a stake and I aim to make something of myself.




She looked away, drew a deep breath, fixed him with that steady gaze.


—I have no doubt that you will make something of yourself. You are a man of pleasing appearance and a pleasant manner. You are plainly intelligent and I have enjoyed our little chats. But you must understand that I would find it awkward to join my life to a man who did not believe in our faith. Do I understand you plain? That you are asking me to marry you?


—That’s about the size of it.


—Well, I promise you I will think on it. Meantime, I will ask you to read Mrs. Palmer and to see if you can find it in your heart to embrace our church. Then we will talk again.


There it was, plain as day. Phoebe Palmer looming between them. Back in his bunk, he picked up a number of the Guide to Holiness, thumbed through it for the hundredth time. The letters swam in front of his eyes until they gave way to a vision of the rise and fall of the Landry woman’s bosom. It was hopeless. He was a man of the flesh, she was a woman of the spirit. She was the first woman he had truly wanted since Marielita, the Mexican girl on the Feather River. Phoebe Palmer was like Marielita’s father, her prose like the knife pressed to Eb’s privates, driving a wedge between him and the woman he desired. There were a lot of things he would do for a woman like the widow Landry, but marching in step with the holy widows of the Church of the Living Redeemer was not one of them.


 


Deep in the night he felt a jar and shudder as the Western Dawn ran aground on a sandbar in midstream. The river was low and there was no rain in sight. They were apt to sit for a spell, stuck in Missouri mud. Eb rolled over and went back to sleep.















CHAPTER 6






Eb woke at dawn. It was the twenty-second day of August and Horatio Leverton was shaking him awake with some urgency.


—Ebenezer! I need ye to come quick and quiet.


Fragments of a sweet dream of the widow Landry drifted away. Eb shook himself, tried to focus.


—Hell’s goin on?


—Get ye topside and stick this here little gun in your pocket.


Leverton pressed a Manhattan three-shot pepperbox pistol into Eb’s hand. Eb tried to give it back.


—Don’t trust a toy like that. Thing’s apt to blow my hand off. I’ll load the Whitworth.


—No, ye won’t. Bring out a cannon like that and we’ll start trouble. Keep this handy in case we need her, that’s all. I want ye at my back and armed.


By now Eb was fully awake and scrambling to his feet. He rummaged in his trunk and came up with his Australian kangaroo-hide bullwhip, a souvenir of the goldfields of California. Leverton nodded his approval: The whip was just the thing to cow a man without starting a gunfight.


Eb tugged on his trousers and boots, tucked the pepperbox pistol in his pocket, and grabbed his hat and whip. By the time he reached the pilothouse, he found Leverton standing next to the pilot at the helm, holding a scattergun in the crook of his arm. Even the pilot wore a Colt Navy strapped to his hip and his cub held a bowie knife in a shaky hand.


—What the devil is goin on?


—The devil is about, that’s just the thing. That murderin weasel Quantrill and his raiders hit Lawrence over in Kansas last night. Rider came by this mornin, said they burnt the town to a crisp and killed every man and boy. Slaughtered some in their beds and then lit their houses afire. We got to be ready in case Quantrill comes this way. We’re aground on this sandbar, and we can’t run, so we got to be ready to fight.


—This damned pepperbox pistol aint goin to do much good against Quantrill.


—Taint just Quantrill I’m worried about. If we see hide nor hair of Quantrill, ye can break out that Whitworth and see if ye can’t put a bolt in his eye. It’s the crew worries me. They’re Secesh to a man and Quantrill has ’em stirred up. They might take a notion to do to them Yankee pilgrims as Quantrill done to Lawrence.


—Mutiny?


—Don’t say that word aboard my ship. Your riverman is a hard sort, but when he looks up and sees this scattergun, he’ll think twice about partin with his face.


—Well, I’m touched, Horatio. It’s mighty kindly of you to look after Yankee pilgrims. I didn’t take you for a abolitionist.


—I aint no such thing, but I got to look out for the payin customers. That crazy preacher and his bunch paid their way as far as Sioux City, and I aim to get ’em there in one piece. If they get scalped a hundred yards from the river, that’s on the preacher’s head. They aint goin to get stabbed on my boat.


—Seems a slim chance we’ll run into Quantrill. If he burned Lawrence, he’ll run south, won’t he?


—He may do and he may not. Point is to be ready whatever he does and to keep an eye on the crew. We’ll stand armed watches twenty-four hours a day until we get off this sandbar and get up the river.


For two days they watched and waited. Eb never moved out of the texas without the bullwhip coiled at his hip. He could hear the mutterings among the crew, but they were rivermen, not raiders. They scanned the banks for any sign of Quantrill but none came. During the second night a sudden thunderstorm washed the Western Dawn off the sandbar and they resumed the journey upriver. The next day, Eb returned the pepperbox pistol to Leverton and stowed the whip in his trunk. All was well aboard ship; for the poor souls of Lawrence, Kansas, there was aught a man could do.


 


Three days upriver, the widow Landry found Eb in his usual spot at the stern on a muggy morning sullen with the threat of rain.


—Do you know what day it is, Mr. Paint?


—The twenty-fifth of August, I believe. Maybe the twenty-sixth?


—Not that. I mean the day of the week. It’s Sunday and Reverend Connell is going to preach.


—Now that’s good to hear. I aint been to Sunday meetin in a long while.


—Oh, this isn’t Sunday meeting. This is of a different order altogether. When Reverend Connell preaches, it is so taxing that sometimes he does not attempt it again for weeks. Taxing for his flock as well, if the Lord chooses us to make a Sign of the Spirit.


—How’s that?


—Oh, you’ll see. Promise you’ll come? I should very much care to have you there.


The Reverend Connell timed his shipboard camp meeting for six o’clock in the evening, the hour when Eb and the widow were usually perched at the stern having one of their talks. Connell had aboard a heavy oak pulpit, which had been dragged out in the open, where the entire expanse of the hurricane deck would be his church. Even the deckhands had all gathered to hear what the preacher had to say. Only Horatio Leverton and the pilot remained apart; the pilot because he had to stay at the helm, Leverton because he would have no truck with preachers of any stripe, let alone the priggish Augustus Connell. Eb stood at the rear of the gathering, keeping an eye on the western horizon, where a dark smudge that was still barely visible warned of approaching thunderheads.


Connell waited until his congregation was in place, pilgrims and rough shipboard characters alike restless, waiting to hear what he had to say. Once they were gathered, he raised one arm aloft, lowered his white head and remained in that pose as the wind whipped through his hair.


—My children! We are gathered here on the Lord’s Day, our day of rest from the mighty toil of saving souls, so that we may ask that Power so infinitely greater than ourselves for a sign, a manifestation, a divine light to guide us on our way.


A murmur went through the pilgrims.


—Amen! Praise Jesus! Blessed be His name!


At first Eb thought the man wasn’t much of a preacher as camp-meeting preachers went. Such preachers, half of them escaped convicts or worse, would start off shouting and hollering and work a crowd up real quick and next thing you knew they were passing the collection plate, eager to get on to the next town a step ahead of the law. Connell took his time, beginning so softly that at first his listeners had to lean forward to hear him over the thrum of the engines. He let the volume build bit by bit until his rich baritone boomed over the waters.


—Now, my children, we turn our thoughts to the holy scripture, to the second chapter of the Book of Acts, the sacred words which lie at the core of all we believe, the very sinew, bone, and marrow of our faith. “And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were all with one accord in one place. And suddenly there came a sound from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting.”


Far out over the water a zigzag of lightning flashed, and a rolling boom of thunder washed over the ship. Eb had to hand it to the preacher. He knew when to call a camp meeting. A ripple of excitement went through the crowd.


—A sign, Sisters. A holy sign. The Lord God is among us.


—And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire…




—Amen! Praise the Lord!


—And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.


A battlement of thunderheads rose on the west bank of the river, tinged a deep rose at the edges by the setting sun. Lightning signaled cloud to cloud. Captain Leverton shouted down from the pilothouse, where he had taken his place at the pilot’s shoulder.


—That storm’s comin fast. Cut her short and get your people down to the boiler deck.


The preacher went on as though Leverton hadn’t spoken.


—Now when this was noised abroad, the multitude came together, and were confounded, because that every man heard them speak in his own language. And they were all amazed and marveled, saying to one another, Behold, are not all these which speak Galileans?


A pale and perspiring young man, his face so red it was almost purple, collapsed onto the deck, surrounded by a half dozen of the older women gathered like black crows in their widow’s weeds, urging him on as he shrieked and thrashed and babbled, his bootheels drumming the wood.


—Eruth-won banaka alaga rowena shnndeth brrala kazurzu kanaba ozenda kanaba…


Eb had heard Spanish, French, German, Chinese, and some of the Indian tongues but he had never heard anything like it for pure gibberish. The young man’s eyes bulged, his tongue lolled, he rolled to and fro in a pool of his own perspiration on the deck. A plump woman collapsed to her knees and pulled his face into her bosom, her sobs mingling with the strange words that croaked from somewhere deep in his throat. One of the older widows began to babble in a voice suddenly gone deep as a man’s. Another woman joined in and then another. They shrieked, whispered, wailed, and chanted, rolling on the deck or joining hands to face the approaching storm, their voices rising to meet the thunder rolling over the river. The Reverend Connell spread his arms wide and beckoned with his long bony fingers as though summoning the storm to do its worst.


Eb held to the rail, fighting to steady himself against the force of the wind. The widow Landry was the last woman in the line of Charismatics now rocking to and fro with their hands clasped, close enough for Eb to reach out and touch her. Her head was thrown back, her mouth open. Her long black hair had shaken loose and fallen over her shoulders. Her face was radiant, ecstatic. Her body trembled, her arms spread wide as though pulling an unseen lover to her breast. Eb caught her gaze but her eyes looked right through him, fixed on a more distant, less corporeal vision. A moan came from her throat, her body quivered from head to toe in a prolonged spasm. Then her voice joined the rest, and she stamped her feet hard on the deck as she chanted:


—Ababababa kiyi kiyi ababa kiyi kiyi okahe okahe kiyi okahe onha onha akali kiyi kiyi…


Eb recoiled as though he had singed his fingers on a hot stove. He turned away from her to face the storm. The wind was strong enough to bring up whitecaps and a three-foot chop on the water. A solid line of rain advanced across the river toward the boat. A single lightning bolt forked and forked again before it struck the water within a hundred yards of the Western Dawn, close enough to send the deckhands scurrying below. Leverton leaned down from the pilothouse and pointed a blunt finger at the preacher.


—Reverend! That storm’s comin fast! Get your pilgrims belowdecks! Now, by God!


—And it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of my Spirit upon all flesh: and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams…


Leverton tore out of the pilothouse and roared down the steps to the hurricane deck.


—Connell, you sonofabitch. You will get your people below or by God I will move you!


—And I will shew wonders in heaven above, and signs in the earth beneath; blood and fire, and vapor smoke…


Leverton grabbed the preacher’s arm and spun him around. The reverend went on, chin to chin with the captain.




—The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood…


Leverton flung the man stumbling toward the steps to the lower decks.


—You’re done preachin on my boat now, Reverend. The rest of you, get your sorry carcasses down them steps before you get fried by that lightnin.


—We are worshipping our God. The Lord will protect us.


—Goddamn your Lord to hell. This is my ship, and I am lord of this ship. It is my charge to deliver you safely to your destination, and I will get you there if I have to kill every last one of you to do it. Now get below!


—Hellfire and blasphemy! We shall stand our ground, sir, though Beelzebub himself take the helm of this devil’s ship.


Leverton backhanded the preacher across the face, a mighty blow that smashed the man’s prominent nose and sent him sprawling just as the rain lashed over the hurricane deck from larboard to starboard, drenching the pilgrims. Blood poured down the reverend’s lily-white shirtfront. The women, Mrs. Landry among them, crowded round their fallen hero. Eb saw her turn on the captain and watched them argue in mime show, her words drowned out by the storm. The others hoisted Connell from the deck and began helping him to the stairs. The widow looked from the captain to Eb. She didn’t say a word, but he understood her quite plainly.


—Well? Are you just going to stand there? Either you are with us or you are with him.


Eb stood motionless, impaled by the laws of the river and his own indecision. The rain plastered the widow Landry’s hair to her long neck. She looked up at him, imploring, her beauty a beacon lighting the way down a path where he could not follow. Eb made no move to help. She looked away from him in disgust, marched up to Leverton and hit him an openhanded slap in the face just as a double clap of thunder sounded so near that one of the women screamed. With that, the women poured belowdecks in their soaked widow’s weeds like wet coal flowing down a chute. The preacher, still bleeding, was borne aloft by a dozen hands. Leverton grabbed Mrs. Landry’s arms and pushed her after the others. Eb watched her disappear, her hands cradling Reverend Connell’s white head. She did not look back.


Eb waited with Leverton until the last of the pilgrims was belowdecks, then slipped into the texas for shelter from the storm. The captain went straight to his chest, hauled out a bottle of his best gin, took a long, thirsty belt and passed the bottle to Eb, who drank liquid fire until his eyes watered and he felt the heat rising in his belly.


The fond picture he held in his mind of the widow Landry with her cool dark eyes and composed features had given way to the image of an exalted madwoman. Head thrown back, legs wide apart, unearthly sounds coming from her throat.


—Abababababa kiyi kiyi ababa kiyi kiyi akali akali kiyi akali kiyi kiyi kiyi…


When he woke the next morning, it was an hour before dawn. The sky was clear, the air new-washed and fresh as dew. The pilgrims slept under their tattered awnings. He saw the dark figure of the widow standing alone at the stern rail. He left her alone, lit a cheroot, and watched the river flow by.
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