

[image: Images]



[image: Images]





[image: Images]


To my mom and dad
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MRS. D SAID TO LEAVE the packing to her, but when she wasn’t looking, I pulled out a half-size carpetbag I made from a flour sack and put in the things I don’t trust her with.


My lucky hopscotch stone.


Three hairpins I found in the big girls’ yard behind the schoolhouse from back when I went to school.


The little book Miss Bradley made for me from folded sheets of cheap blank ragpaper that she stitched up the spine with packing cord.


We’ve been staying at Lovejoy’s Hotel in New York City for two days before I get careless and go through my secret carpetbag when Mrs. D is only halfway out the door.


In three steps she’s standing over me, holding out her hand. “I must have that paper, Jane.”


“Why?” I ask, and it’s a perfectly reasonable question, but her brows twitch and her mouth goes tight and straight.


Usually when Mrs. D makes that face, it’s followed by her telling me how easy it would be for her to entrust my growing-up years to a Mother who keeps one of the mill-run boardinghouses back in Lowell. Those mills are desperate for girls to stand behind the looms now that the war is over.


Instead, she sighs like I’m simple. “In case I need to write to Mr. Mercer about the voyage. Now, do as you’re told.”


Mrs. D hasn’t exactly told me to do anything, and it’s not like she can write real good anyway.


“The pages are all filled up,” I reply, and I show her the ones at the front that are covered with copy exercises and sums.


She narrows her eyes but lets me keep it.


There are exactly seven blank pages at the end, but there’s no reason Mrs. D has to know that. It won’t be long before this little book will be useful once more.
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We’re a week at Lovejoy’s before another member of Mr. Mercer’s expedition arrives. She’s called Miss Gower, and she barely gets through her nice-to-meet-yous before she tells us she already wrote to Washington’s territorial governor to ask that she be officially recognized as the Old Maid of the Territory.


There’s a pained silence. Being an old maid is akin to having a dire sickness or expecting a baby—something you don’t mention in polite company. Mrs. D looks faintly disgusted, like she’s about to change a very full diaper, but I blurt, “What did he say?”


“Hsst!” Mrs. D gives me a Look. “Children should be seen and—”


“He agreed, of course.” There’s more than a hint of pride in Miss Gower’s voice and half a chortle. “It’s best to call things as they are, and an old maid is definitely what I am and will remain, come what may. What should I call you?”


“Who? Me?”


Miss Gower nods. She’s not even looking at Mrs. D.


“J-Jane.” I stand a little straighter, like I’m back at school giving a recitation. “Ma’am.”


“My stepdaughter,” Mrs. D adds with a sigh, “who really ought to know better than to speak to her elders in such a way.”


Whenever Mrs. D says things like this, I try not to giggle or roll my eyes. She’s only two and twenty, and she doesn’t look old enough to say things like Children should be seen and not heard.


She means them, though.


“This little charmer is my son, Jeremiah. We call him Jer.” Mrs. D turns Jer toward Miss Gower, since this is usually the part where grown-ups coo and make a sappy face to get him to smile.


Miss Gower’s brows twitch. “I so dislike the prefix step. It implies partitions in a family that holy wedlock should render obsolete.”


Papa said almost the same thing on their wedding day. We’re all Demings now. Steps are for walking down.


“Hmm. Well.” Mrs. D smiles all tight-lipped and pointy. “Do pardon us. The baby needs his rest. Jane?”


“Yes, ma’am.” As I close the door, Miss Gower is shaking her head like she just saw something impossible or ridiculous or both.


I like to think Papa would do something akin to that if he were still alive. That he’d notice Mrs. D sighing over my sawdusty bread and dirty fingernails and ask her to help me mix better or scrub harder instead of complain. He’d have surely given back all the dolls and skipping ropes and other childish things she made me hand over the day she had Jer. I like to think he’d be taking my side.
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Mr. Mercer comes by the hotel again today to assure us we’ll be under way anytime now, bound for Washington Territory, where there are limitless opportunities for individuals of excellent character and the climate is positively Mediterranean. A number of us in his expedition are staying at Lovejoy’s, waiting for him to complete the arrangements.


The steamship was supposed to sail back in September. January’s half over, and we’ve heard anytime now since Christmas. No one wants to say what at least some of us are thinking: Perhaps Mr. Mercer is a confidence man who has pocketed our passage money and plans to run off with it.


If that were true, though, he’d surely be long gone by now. No, he’s probably trying to find just the right ship. It will need to be grand if it’s to fit the seven hundred unmarried girls and war widows Mr. Mercer plans to bring out west to teach in the schools of Washington Territory or to turn their hands to other useful employment.


Or, if you are Mrs. D, marry one of the many prosperous gentlemen bachelors pining for quality female society.


She’s pinned all her hopes on it. Mrs. D hated working in the Lowell mills. She hated leaving her kitchen and hearth and standing for fourteen hours a day before a loom, sneezing from all the dust and lint and not being able to sleep at night because of the ringing in her ears. She wants to be a wife again, to have someone else go out to work while she keeps house. If she has to go all the way to Washington Territory to do it, by golly, that’s what she’ll do.


After Mrs. D paid our passage, Mr. Mercer gave her a copy of a pamphlet he wrote about the advantages and charms of Washington Territory. She glanced at it once, rolled her eyes, then left it on her chair in the dining room. I snatched it up and hid it in my secret carpetbag, and when she’s not around, I read it.


I’ve read every word hundreds of times. Even the big words I must puzzle over. Even the boring chapters on Lumber and Trade.


My favorite part is the last chapter, Reflections Upon the Foregoing, where Mr. Mercer writes about the sort of person who would want to go to Washington Territory. An unspoiled and majestic place, he says, a place ideally suited to men of broad mind and sturdy constitution who seek to make a home through industry and wit.


The same must be true for girls of broad mind and sturdy constitution. Otherwise Mr. Mercer would never think to bring us out there. My constitution is sturdy enough. After Jer was born, I got strong hauling buckets of water and scrubbing diaper after diaper on a secondhand washboard.


The problem is my mind. It might not be suitably broad.


When Jer was just weeks old, I had to stay home from school to look after him while Mrs. D went out to work. I never much cared for school till I had something to compare it to. Suddenly all the braid-pulling boys and backside-bruising seats and longhand division and terrifying recitations in front of a frowning Miss Bradley weren’t so bad after all. Not when you put it against the endless trudge of keeping house, where there’s always one more thing to clean. Not when strangers on the street call you poor dear and cluck and sigh over all the fatherless children.


Beatrice was the first of my friends who stopped coming around. Jer cried the whole visit, and I couldn’t even offer tea because the fire kept going out. Not that there was anything to talk about. I didn’t know the new girl at school, and Beatrice didn’t care how hard it was to dry diapers when the weather was damp.


Elizabeth and Violet didn’t make it past the threshold.


It could have been different. It should have been different. Papa and Mrs. D were married when the war was going to be over by Christmas. Of 1861.


In Washington Territory they probably barely even knew there was a war. Just stepping off the boat in a place like that will give all of us what we want. Mrs. D will have her hearth. Jer will have his mama. Since she’s set on remarrying, better it be to a man who made his way west before any shots were fired on Fort Anywhere. A man with all his limbs, who doesn’t cringe when there’s a sudden loud noise. He’ll step right out of the chapter on Trade, maybe, or Civil Government, tall and handsome and happy to give Mrs. D whatever she wants, so she’ll smile at me and mean it, then tell me to run along and play and be home in time for supper.


I will have ordinary chores and lots of friends. I will have a dress that fits. I’ll spend my days in a schoolhouse instead of being someone’s little mother, as the mill girls would say. I will have limitless opportunities because of my sturdy constitution and a mind I hope to broaden. No one will ever call me poor dear.


No one will ever have cause to.


It’s been sleeting all morning, so Jer and I can’t play outside. Jer just turned two and already he’s trying to talk. Ever since we got to New York, the only thing he wants to talk about is carriages.


“Daney! Tarij. Tarij Daney yes!” Jer bounces on the bed in our room and points out the window at the sliver of street crowded with people and horses and wagons.


“You might think you want to sit out front and watch carriages,” I tell him, “but it’s too cold, so what you really want is to hear me reread Reflections Upon the Foregoing.”


“Tarij,” he repeats stubbornly, so I shrug and leave him at the window and read aloud anyway.


My brother doesn’t need to hear Mr. Mercer’s reflections the way I do. Saying the words out loud makes Washington Territory feel like a secret that’s been kept just for me, and it’s going to change everything.
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CHILDREN AREN’T SUPPOSED TO BE in the parlor of Lovejoy’s, but if Jer and I play quietly in the corner, Mr. Hughes can pretend he doesn’t notice us. So we’re there, building with some blocks that once belonged to Mr. Hughes’s son, when the front door bangs open and a gust of freezing air blows a cabman into the foyer.


“I’ve come to collect the Mercer party,” he says. “Continental’s ready for ’em.”


Mr. Hughes sighs and nods, then sends the bellboy upstairs with the news. Although he tries to hide it, Mr. Hughes considers us all fools for believing in Mr. Mercer’s expedition. He thinks we’ll come to a bad end, and he’s too polite to say it, but he has Opinions on the sort of girl or woman who would volunteer to travel all the way around Cape Horn to a town on the edge of the world and take up residence there.


I have Opinions on the sort of person who considers someone else’s decision foolish just because he wouldn’t make the same one.


It’s water under the bridge now. I leap up and sing, “The ship is here!”


“Ship! Ship!” Jer rushes for the door like the ship is waiting in the gutter. I chase him down, and we put away the blocks. Mostly, I put them away while Jer squeals ship and dances like a monkey.


Things feel different already. My hands are starting to turn skin-colored again, and my nails are growing past my fingertips for the first time in ages. I haven’t washed a dish or a diaper in weeks. Sending out the laundry isn’t cheap, but there’s nowhere to wash anything in a hotel. Even though Mrs. D complains like it hurts her bodily, every week she’s been misering out coins from the bottom of her purse to the hollow redheaded girl who picks up our dirty laundry and brings it back clean and pressed.


The girl is my age. Her feet are bare and raw, and her forearms are covered with flatiron burns both fresh and healed-over. She won’t look at me or Mrs. D or even Jer. When we first moved in, I thought maybe she’d like to play hopscotch sometime. I told her my name and made a joke to coax her to look up. She did—for half a moment, sidelong—but her eyes were empty, like a cart horse or a dairy goat.


That was me once. That’s how everyone in Lowell saw me. That’s why I wasn’t even Jane Deming anymore, only poor dear.


Never again. Not in Washington Territory.


Outside the hotel, a wagon and a carriage are holding up traffic. Jer is puppy-wiggle happy just being close to the muddy wheels and snorting, stamping horses. The cabman’s boy packs the wagon with our trunks and carpetbags while the cabman holds open the carriage door and gestures for us to get in.


Jer’s eyes go round under his little cap. “We go tarij? Daney, tarij?”


I grin and squeeze his hand. “We are indeed going in the carriage.”


Miss Gower steps toward the mounting block the cabman has put in front of the door.


“Ma’am?” I tug her sleeve. “Would you mind if we sat by the window? My brother would dearly love to see the city go past.”


“Your brother?” Miss Gower peers at me over her spectacles as if she’s waiting for me to add something.


“Me too, if I’m honest.”


Miss Gower steps away from the open door, and I resist the urge to hug her. She doesn’t exactly look like the sort of person you hug without forewarning. Instead, I thank her and hop onto the mounting block and into the carriage. The cabman swings a squealing, delighted Jer up and onto my lap.


Before long, we arrive at the pier. The wharves are busy with crates and ropes and dockworkers, and beyond there’s a sweep of green-gray water cluttered with hundreds of boats and ships. Everything smells salty and damp.


The cabman directs us toward a group gathered near a disorderly pile of trunks. There are several women on their own, but mostly it’s men and families with children and couples, too. Perhaps they’re waiting to send off their daughters or mothers or sisters to Washington Territory.


The cabman’s boy points out the Continental, waiting at anchor in the river. She’s made of dark wood and has two masts, front and back. In the middle is the smokestack, where steam from the engine must come out. She has the perfect name. A promise, almost: Look how much space there is between Lowell and Washington Territory.


Soon, sailors lower a handful of rowboats from the side of the Continental and glide toward the pier. I expected Mr. Mercer to oversee our boarding, but instead an officer named Mr. Vane climbs out of the first boat and gives us instructions.


While we wait our turn for a rowboat, I ask Mr. Vane, “Is the ship setting sail today? Or setting . . . steam?”


“We are, my dear. With the afternoon tide.”


“How can we? Won’t it take a long time to get seven hundred girls and women on the ship?”


Mr. Vane laughs. “There’ll be a hundred people boarding at the very most. Not all of them girls, either. Mr. Mercer’s ambitions have long since outstripped his abilities—and his funds.”


There should be a chapter in Mr. Mercer’s pamphlet about the sort of easterner who feels the need to run down paradise just because he or she won’t get to experience it. Without this expedition I’d be stuck in Lowell and up to my elbows in diaper-stink washwater.


Not soon enough, a rowboat bumps back to the pier, and it’s our turn to board. Mrs. D gives Mr. Vane a flirty smile and holds his hand a moment longer than she needs to as he helps her into the boat. I make a gag-face to Jer behind her turned back, even though he’s too little to appreciate how funny it is.


More than one person—usually a preacher—has told me I should feel sorry for Mrs. D. They say she didn’t ask to be a widow at twenty. She didn’t ask to be left with a farm she couldn’t run and a baby that looks just like his papa. She didn’t ask to be forced to sell everything and grovel for a finger-crimping, soul-breaking job in a grimy mill town that has fifty women for every man, and those men ruined and scarred both outside and in.


I always yes sir or yes ma’am this not-helpful person, but I didn’t ask to lose my mother when I was so little I barely remember her. I didn’t ask for my father to die unremarkably in the mud during the Siege of Vicksburg or for a stepmother who sat steely-eyed when we got the news and said there’d be no crying under her roof. I didn’t ask for well-meaning people to be sorry I’m fatherless, as if that’s the only trouble I have, or for all this to be so common that those same people could only shake their heads sadly and murmur that phrase I’ve come to hate.


Poor dear.


The rowboat stops alongside the Continental, and we climb a rope ladder to get on board. Mr. Vane goes up one-handed, holding Jer firmly against his shoulder. Even though the ship isn’t steaming yet, it sways and rolls. Mr. Vane slides Jer into my arms. I put him down so he can get used to the motion, and hold his hand tight.


The deck is crowded with passengers and sailors and officers and deckhands and baggage and hundreds of hatboxes. Mr. Vane is right. It’s not just girls boarding. Widows, children, couples, bachelors, families—all the people waiting with us on the pier are making their way aboard.


Not quite the magnificent exodus of female society Mr. Mercer always spoke of. Still, it takes a certain kind of person to move all the way out west, so perhaps it’s a good thing there won’t be seven hundred. Mr. Mercer is wise to be choosy in who he allows to join this expedition.


“Mr. Mercer said we would all be in staterooms.” Mrs. D shines her pretty-headtilt smile at Mr. Vane. “Can you tell us which one is ours?”


“Staterooms are all on the main deck.” He swings a leg over the side and starts climbing down the rope ladder toward the rowboat. “Cross the promenade deck—that way—and go down the portside ladder.”


“Wait!” Mrs. D flails her hands. “What—where—where is Mr. Mercer?”


“No notion, ma’am.” Mr. Vane’s head disappears.


Mrs. D mutters a bad word.


“Just lodge yourself in the stateroom of your choosing.” Miss Gower appears at my elbow, a porter nearby with her trunk on his beefy shoulder. “If that layabout Asa Mercer can’t be bothered to show his face and direct the passengers, we will do for ourselves, and he can whistle for his supper if he has no liking for it.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I say, even though I wish she wouldn’t call him bad names when he’s probably busy on shore working out the last of the arrangements.


We get to the place near the smokestack where Mr. Vane pointed, but there’s no ladder. There is a set of stairs, though, so we head down and find ourselves in a long corridor that’s dim and narrow. Smaller corridors lead away to the staterooms every few paces. The first door we come to that’s not occupied or locked is 143.


“Finally!” Mrs. D mutters, and she throws open the door.


The ceiling is low, and most of the room is taken up by two bunk beds against one wall. The floor has been hastily and halfheartedly scrubbed so it’s clean everywhere but the edges. Everything smells like damp wood and a wool dress at the end of laundry day.


“Ugh!” Mrs. D groans. “How dare they call this a stateroom? Our room at Lovejoy’s was bigger. Nicer, too! Wait here, children. There’s got to be a better one.”


Mrs. D sways up the corridor, peeking in doorways and rattling handles. After a dozen tries she stumbles back into room 143, looking like her new-baked cake just fell on the floor.


“This’ll do,” she mutters. “They’re all the same.”


“May I have the top bunk?” I ask, because it reminds me of the tree house in The Swiss Family Robinson, which my grandmother used to read out loud when she’d visit.


“You may, but Jer can’t be up there.”


“No up,” Jer agrees, climbing onto the bottom bunk and sticking his feet through the slats.


There’s a knock at the door. A deckhand is waiting in the corridor with our trunk and Mrs. D’s carpetbags. While she’s fussing over where to put them, I climb the ladder to my bunk and promptly bang my head because the ceiling is so low. So I hunker down and pull Mr. Mercer’s pamphlet out of my own carpetbag. I open it to Reflections Upon the Foregoing and make an improvement: men AND GIRLS of broad mind and sturdy constitution.


“Mama? We go boat? Mama? Mama?”


“What a splendid idea, honeydarling. Jane will take you to look around the boat.”


I peer over the side. Mrs. D is busy sorting through her stockings and petticoats in the trunk, ignoring Jer and his excited tugs to her skirts. She doesn’t even realize what he’s asking, so I climb down and reach for his hand.


“We already had our turn,” I tell Jer as we walk up the little hall to where it meets the main corridor in the shape of a T. “We can watch other people getting on board.”


Down the main corridor are more staterooms and two necessaries. One is for Ladies, the other for Gentlemen. Jer is neither, but I take him into Ladies with me. There are bathtubs and washbasins and chamber pots. Near the corner there’s a pump for water and a grate in the floor.


Even Lovejoy’s didn’t have an indoor necessary. This voyage just keeps getting better!


If there really are a hundred people set to board, chances are good there’ll be girls my age. Girls who have never seen my hands red and cracked. Girls who have never watched through a schoolhouse window as I trudge to the public pump. Girls going the same place as me, on the same ship, so we’ll always have something to talk about even once we’ve landed in Seattle.


Jer and I go back up to the promenade deck and dodge passengers and sailors while we wait for the ship to depart. We watch the deckhands hauling lines—one of them hears me saying ropes and explains that at sea every rope is a line—and try to spot the dolphins the second mate swears will follow the steamer once we’re outbound.


The mate hasn’t known Jer quite two minutes when he gives him a carved toy horse. Jer is the image of his small son back in Glasgow, the mate explains, and the ship could do with a few more boys just like Jer to make home feel that much closer.


“Hoss! Hoss!” Jer hugs it and does a stumbly little dance.


“Do you have a daughter, too?” I ask hopefully, but the mate thinks I’m joking and gives me a friendly wink before swaying off toward the foremast.


Jer and I are counting gulls and working on our sea legs when there’s a low, deep chunkrumble beneath our feet.


“What dat?” Jer crouches and pats the deck.


“We’re leaving,” I whisper.


The pier looks like toothpicks already, New York behind it chockablock with tall buildings, and Lowell somewhere beyond that with its relentless, clattering mills that almost swallowed us up.


I have never been happier to turn my back on anything.


In just four short months we’ll be in Washington Territory. A place where things are carved out brand-new from an unspoiled land beneath starry-decked heavens, with no hint of anything that came before.


I have that part of the pamphlet memorized. Mostly because it can’t happen soon enough.
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AFTER ALL OUR WANDERING WE end up back in the ladies’ necessary, because Jer swears up, down, and sideways he has to make water. He’s only been in britches since we arrived in New York, and I pay him mind when he says he has to go because it means less washing. Now that he’s here, though, he just wants to climb in the washtubs and play with the pump.


It does no good to rush him, so I point him at a chamber pot and hum a song about ol’ Cape Horn I heard the deckhands singing. Finally Jer starts peeing, only he misses the pot completely and it trickles down the wall toward the grate in the floor.


“Good boy,” I mutter, but I wish he’d hurry, because I’ve never been in an indoor necessary, so I don’t know if other ladies will take kindly to him using the Ladies’.


There’s a giggle and a clatter out in the corridor, then two girls burst in, throw the door closed, and lean against it.


I wanted to meet other girls. Just not in the necessary while my brother is pulling up his britches.


They’re older than me, but no older than the big girls back at school. The girl in the blue dress shushes her giggling companion and puts her ear to the door.


“He’s in the corridor.” She grins wickedly. “Is he going to wait out there so he can catch us in the act?”


The other girl squints like she’s listening. “No, he’s going away.”


That’s when they start laughing like Violet and I did the day Elizabeth convinced Miss Bradley her pet skunk got loose beneath the schoolhouse, so we got extra recess while the big boys crawled under the building trying to find it.


Back when we were all still laughing together.


“We should play here.” The blue-dress girl has shiny chestnut hair like Beatrice’s and a no-better-than-she-should-be grin.


“Ugh, we can’t play faro in the necessary!”


“You could try the music room,” I say, and both of them turn as if they just realized I’m here.


“We have a music room?” The blue-dress girl has a tilt in her words that isn’t New York’s or even Boston’s. It’s not pretty or foreign like some of the mill girls’, but she’s clearly from a place that’s as far from here as I’d like to be.


“Peeeee-ano,” Jer speaks up, and when the blue-dress girl smiles and winks at him just like she might anyone, I risk a step toward them.


“The ship was supposed to hold seven hundred girls,” I reply. “There’s probably one of every room.”


The blue-dress girl opens the necessary door. “I’m Nell. That’s Flora. Come, show us the music room.”


I hoist Jer onto my hip and head up the corridor. “Who are we running from?”


“Mr. Mercer, of course.” Nell is wearing a hat Mrs. D would give her right arm for. “Old Pap thinks it’s improper for girls to play cards.”


They shouldn’t talk about Mr. Mercer that way. If it weren’t for him, none of us would be going to Washington Territory.


Nell grins and holds a door open for me. Flora gestures me through it. Both of them are right behind me. Like Elizabeth once upon a time. Like Beatrice and Violet. So I keep quiet and lead on.


The music room isn’t much of a music room. It’s where the deckhands were able to fit the piano one of the passengers brought with her. There are some benches and a few padded stools, but not much else save portholes that let in circles of daylight.


Nell produces a deck of cards and cocks them playfully at Flora. “You ready to lose at baccarat?”


“Hey, we were playing faro!” Flora protests. “I’m terrible at—”


“What’s the meaning of this?” Mr. Mercer charges through the doorway and rips the cards out of Nell’s hands. “I thought I made myself clear in this regard, Miss Stewart! There will be no impropriety from any of my charges. Your brother will be hearing from me. So will your mother, Miss Pearson.”


Flora rolls her eyes, but Nell cringes and pulls in a deep shuddery breath.


Like I used to when Mrs. D got angry and swore I’d be better off a mill girl in the care of the boardinghouse Mothers, before I knew she was only talk.


I step forward. “They’re mine. The cards. Not Nell’s.”


Mr. Mercer turns his disdain on me. “Yours? Miss . . .”


I nod, then duck my chin and curtsy. I can’t have him angry at me. If I’m on this ship, it means he thinks I’m worthy of Washington Territory. We’re well clear of the harbor, but maybe he could still find a way to send me back to New York.


Send all three of us back. Me and Jer and Mrs. D. There we’d be on the pier without a penny to our names while the ship steamed away without us.


“Why you all di’ty?” Jer points at Mr. Mercer, and sure enough, his frock coat is heavily smudged and his red hair streaked with black as if he just loaded ten coal stoves.


Flora slaps a hand over her grin. Nell’s still studying her tight-clenched hands.


Mr. Mercer ignores Jer and shakes his head at me, slow and disgusted. “To think of the lengths I went to ensure that only the most respectable of feminine society would be introduced to Washington Territory.”


I flinch, but Nell closes her eyes and swallows hard. She’s clearly worried about something other than how respectable Mr. Mercer considers her.


When Mrs. D gets this way, there’s only one response. I lick my lips and say, “Beg pardon, sir. I didn’t mean any harm.”


“There are pressing matters to which I must attend, but don’t think for a moment there won’t be consequences.” Mr. Mercer pockets the cards, turns on his heel, and stomps down the corridor.


The moment he’s gone, Nell throws her arms around me like we’re long-lost sisters. Her hug gets Jer, too, and he squeals and swims in her skirts. “Thank you,” Nell whispers into my hair, fierce and breathy. “You don’t know how you just saved me.”


When she pulls away, Flora takes my forearm with one hand and Nell’s with the other. “Don’t you worry, Nell. We’ll get your cards back. Even if we have to sneak into Mr. Mercer’s room.”


I’m not sure I like the sound of that.


But I do like the sound of we.


[image: Images]


Flora and Nell plan to meet on the hurricane deck at the front of the ship to work out how to get Nell’s cards back. They don’t exactly say that Jer’s not invited, but at two different times both mention how noisy he is, so I bring Jer back to the stateroom with a plan of my own.


I feel a strong case of seasickness coming on. Mrs. D will have to take Jer while I recover.


The stateroom is empty. Mrs. D is not the sort of person who’d be curious about the ship or the view from the rail, so she must have gone to the ladies’ cabin. It’s a little parlor next to the dining room where there are sewing machines and divans and settles under army-looking tarps and blankets.


Sure enough, I find Mrs. D there surrounded by half a dozen married ladies and widows all chatting politely about things like dress patterns and the woeful condition of their staterooms.


I put Jer down and he toddles over to Mrs. D, squealing, “Mama! Mama!”


Mrs. D kisses him on the head, then turns to the woman mending next to her and asks, “Aren’t you terribly excited for the voyage? I have it from Mr. Mercer himself that the bachelors of Washington Territory are up-and-coming gentlemen flocking to a region rich with opportunity. There should be plenty of very suitable men to go around!”


“Mama, up.” Jer is trying to climb her leg like a bug on a wall. “Up.”


“He’s saying they’re going to meet us at the pier and—Jer! Oh, you’ve torn out a whole row!” Mrs. D untangles him from her yarn, then calls, “Jane, where are you going? Didn’t I ask you to take Jer?”


I slump in the doorway. “Ma’am? I’m seasick. Bad seasick. I should really be lying down.” For about a minute. Then I’m off to the hurricane deck before you can say Jack Robinson.


“You’re free to lie down, but you’ll need to take Jer with you.” Mrs. D nudges him toward me. “Honeydarling, go with Jane.”


“It might be rather . . .” If I describe the seasick part too well, she’ll take me to task for being vulgar. If I don’t do it well enough, she won’t give in. “. . . messy. Ma’am.”


“You can’t really think he can be in here.” Mrs. D sighs. “In a room full of sharp knitting needles and stray pins? Or expensive sewing machines? Honestly, Jane, use some sense.”


Jer tromps toward me with his little cart horse steps.


“Please? It’s just that I’m—”


“Yes. Seasick. I heard. Get a chamber pot from the necessary if you need one.” Mrs. D waves me away swish-swish before turning back to her neighbor and continuing, “Mr. Mercer says there’s a lot of money to be made in the territory, and the gentlemen there have everything they need but quality female society . . .”


Jer winds his arms around my knees and grins up at me.


I’m not out of plans yet. I walk Jer up and down the promenade deck till he’s worn out. By the time I’ve made up the beds in the stateroom with the bedrolls and blankets we brought, then tucked Jer and Hoss into the bottom bunk for a nap, Nell and Flora are nowhere to be found. They’re not on the hurricane deck or in the music room or the dining room or even the necessary.
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