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“Well, if it isn’t my old pal, Andrew Mayford.” 

The year was 1809.  Dirt streets, rutted and rocklike during the dry season and muddy during the rainy season, wound between the red brick buildings of Silver Street at Natchez Under the Hill. Andrew walked up to the storekeeper, Daniel Moses. Daniel was sweeping the dust from the front step of his store on Silver Street. Daniel was sweeping the dust from the store’s front step.

Saloons, hotels, warehouses, grocery stores, a coal yard, an icehouse, a quarter-mile race track, a ten-pin alley, and even a few private residences lined Silver Street. Many of the businesses existed primarily to service the flatboats, keelboats, and steamboats that docked at Natchez.

Natchez was a city with a dual personality. “Natchez Under the Hill was ‘Natchez improper,’ and Natchez above the Hill was ‘Natchez proper.’ 

‘Natchez Improper’ had gambling dens, saloons, and houses of prostitution that were popular with the rough boatmen and travelers at the waterfront. Known as Natchez Under-the-Hill, part of Natchez was one of the rowdiest ports on the Mississippi River. Here, the keelboats and the flatboats docked after coming downriver from as far away as Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

“Hello, Daniel! How’s Natchez under the Hill been treating you?”

“Fair to middlin’. I see you made another successful trip down the Mississippi.”

“It’s not a lot of money, but it’s a living,” Andrew answered. 

“What are your plans?” 

“I just finished my business at the warehouse. I’m now looking for a long soak and a bite to eat before heading down to the boarding house. After that? I haven’t got a clue.”

The Spanish built Silver Street about 1790 to connect the town above to the riverfront below. In the 1800s, Natchez Under-the-Hill had already become a major port on the Mississippi River. It exported and imported agricultural goods, with cotton being the primary export. As the city became richer, the imported goods grew more luxurious. Natchez is one of the oldest European settlements in the Mississippi River Valley. It was the center of economic activity for the young state. Its strategic location on the high bluffs on the eastern bank of the Mississippi River enabled it to develop into a bustling port. At Natchez, many local plantation owners had their cotton loaded onto steamboats at the landing known as Natchez Under-the-Hill to be transported downriver to New Orleans or, sometimes, upriver to St. Louis or Cincinnati. The cotton was sold and shipped to New England, New York, and European spinning and textile mills.

Down the street, the door of one of the bars opened a man flew through it and lay sprawled out on the street. 

“And stay out!” a big burly man stood at the door. He put his hands together like he was dusting the man’s presence from his hands and turned and closed the door. He stood arms crossed outside the door. The man in the street stood up and staggered up the street.

“If it happens once, it happens ten times a day. Natchez under the Hill is the most licentious spot on the Mississippi River." Daniel Moses said. “Sometimes I want to leave it all. If it weren’t for the money, I’d be somewhere else.”

Taverns, gambling halls, and brothels lined the principal street. Here, rumors were that the only thing cheaper than the body of a loose woman. Unless, of course, it was a man of color.

Enslaved people were also sold at the landing at Natchez-Under-the-Hill, as well as on the city streets and at the Forks of the Road.  Natchez Under the Hill had become the second-largest slave market in the South.

“Where would you go, Daniel, if you weren’t here?”

Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe New Orleans or maybe I’ll do what the wealthy people of Natchez do and move up the hill. I might do that. I’m making enough money.” 

More genteel of Natchez lived on the top of the hill, but they also liked a little vice. The men from on the hill came down where they could gamble their cotton earnings at the racetracks or at the poker tables.

“So, will you be heading up the trace, Andrew?”

Both men knew that after he finished his business in Natchez, Andrew would make the long trek back north to their homes overland on the Natchez Trace,

“Yep, I’m sure that my father has another load of grain heading down this way in a few weeks and he’s counting on me to deliver them.” 

“The trace is dangerous. Two men were found murdered on the trail just last week. There wasn’t a coin between them.”

Andrew shrugged. “I’m not worried. I have a well-armed and loyal crew.”

Daniel nodded. “See you later, Kaintuck.”

Both men laughed. It was a standing joke between them. Many of the men who made this trip were locally called "Kaintucks" because they were usually from Kentucky, although the entire Ohio River Valley was well-represented among their numbers.

Andrew was not, however, from Kentucky. He was from Pennsylvania, and his parents lived in Pittsburgh. A person couldn’t tell by his dress that he was from a well-to-do family who lived in Pittsburgh. He wore the same buckskins and boots that all the frontiersmen wore. After traveling downriver for several weeks, he even smelled like them.

For years, the Natchez Trace had been an Indian trail, and even earlier, animals, including buffalo, used it for migration. Natchez was the starting point of the Natchez Trace overland route. This trace, or trail, ran from Natchez to Nashville. From there, Andrew took overland roads through Ohio to his family’s home.

The trace was the only way keelboat men had to return upstream. These keelboat men maneuvered flatboats and barges to transport all kinds of goods down the Mississippi River. When they arrived in Natchez, they traded their cargoes for money. Like the others, Andrew sold his wares and the lumber he used to construct his boat at Natchez and took the overland route to Nashville.

Natchez had been part of the United States territories since before Andrew’s cousin Isaac went west with the Lewis and Clark Expedition. The U.S. and Spain signed the Treaty of San Lorenzo, settling their decade-long boundary dispute. On October 27, 1795, all Spanish claims to Natchez were formally surrendered to the United States. 

A week later, Natchez had become the first capital of the new Mississippi Territory, created by the Adams administration. On March 10, 1803, the territorial assembly incorporated the town. After it served for several years as the territorial capital, in 1802, the territory built a new capital, named Washington, six miles to the east, but this didn’t diminish Natchez’s growth.

“Word has it that up north, they are building steamboats that can sail upstream! Have you ever seen one?”

“I have not,” Andrew replied. “I can’t imagine how any boat could travel upstream.”

“Can you imagine how much a boat like that has the ability to move upstream on its own power could change everything here on the Mississippi?”

“I have heard that these steamboats are successful in the east, but I can’t imagine any boat being able to move upstream under its own power on the Mississippi or even the Ohio, for that matter,” Andrew replied.

“What if they could?” Moses asked him.

“What I wouldn’t do to be part of that experience,” Andrew stated. “Having the ability to travel upstream would certainly be better than dodging cutthroats and thieves on the trace.”

“That it would. That it would,” Daniel replied.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


The leaves were tiny bug-sized bits of green on the trees by the time Andrew arrived back home at his parents’ home in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, a few weeks later. 

The hired servant let him in the door and into the entryway. His mother, who had been in the parlor, came out to see him.

“Thank God you’re home!” she exclaimed. “I worry so much about you!”

Andrew raised his arms wide. “Well, here I am safe and sound.”

“I don’t know why you don’t settle down with some nice girl, You’re almost thirty years old! It’s time you settled down instead of going traipsing down the river like some river pirate.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Mother.” 

Andrew was used to her complaints about his choice of enterprise. If she had her way, he’d be sitting behind a desk in his father’s stuffy office, working on financial records like his brother Charles was already doing at just eight years old. That just wasn’t the life he wanted to live. He enjoyed the freedom that life on the river offered him. Someday, he might settle down, but now wasn’t that time. 

The stench of his travels must have suddenly hit his mother because she turned up her nose. “Go take a bath now! You reek!”

After a bath in his copper tub in the bathhouse behind the house, he changed into more civilized clothes. Once he was “presentable,” his mother allowed him in the main rooms of the house.

“I see that Mother has let you back in the house,” Charles said as Andrew came back into the house.

Charles' arrival into the family was a pleasant surprise to his parents. He was a pleasant surprise for Andrew, too. They had not expected another child after Andrew. If they could have ordered a son, Charles would have been that son.  In many ways, he was the son that Andrew was not. His father could already see that his interest lay in his father’s milling business. The boy loved numbers and had already helped his father with his books. He was young, but he was ambitious in a way that Andrew was not. This gave Andrew the break he wanted to live out his own passion for traveling on the river rather than being forced to manage his father’s enterprises.

Milling was changing, and Charles instinctively knew this. He was constantly talking with his father, constantly trying to encourage him to switch from milling grain to building a mill to spin and weave cotton cloth. 

“Father wants to see you in his office,” Charles continued.

“What does he want?”

Charles shrugged. “I’m just the messenger.”

Andrew joined his father in his father’s study. There, Jonathan Mayford sat at his desk holding his newspaper.

“How was your trip, son?” Jonathan didn’t look up from his newspaper but continued reading. 

“Two men had tried to rob us and my men on the Natchez Trail.” 

Jonathan raised his eyes from the paper he was reading. “Were you robbed?”

Fortunately, our horses were faster than theirs and managed to get away without so much as a bullet hole,” Andrew replied. “They were not good shots either.”

“Apparently,” Jonathan returned to his reading. 

Jonathan’s divided attention didn’t bother Andrew as much as his inattentiveness used to. Andrew was old enough now to understand that Jonathan’s extensive businesses allowed little time for reading his newspaper or uninterrupted time to talk to his son, who had been away for several months. 

Andrew also knew that his father understood him in a way that his mother never would. He, too, had his own “wild streak,” as he called it. When he was fifteen, Jonathan Mayford joined a group of privateers during the Revolution and earned a sizable fortune from his travels. While still out at sea, he met Lowri, Andrew’s mother, in Wales, where they married. His older sister Lacy was born there. 

After the Revolution, Andrew’s father took his family west to Pittsburgh, where Andrew was born. There, Jonathan set up a grist mill and sawmill. More recently, he planned to extend his milling operations to other areas but hadn’t elaborated on those plans to Andrew. Andrew guessed that it probably had something to do with Charles’ ideas about building a cotton fabric milling operation. Not that he was interested. That would be a subject that Charles would have been more interested in knowing than Andrew was.

“I have an associate coming by tomorrow to discuss an opportunity with us. I’m not exactly sure of the nature of the opportunity, but in his letter, he asked if you still ran supplies downriver, so I’m guessing that it has something to do with you piloting a flatboat down to New Orleans.”

“New Orleans? Not Natchez?”

“No, he definitely mentioned New Orleans.”

“I don’t usually go all the way down to New Orleans. Who is your associate?”

“Nicholas Roosevelt.”

“Roosevelt? Didn’t I just read something about him having something to do with Livingston and Fulton’s steamboat?”

“Yes, I read something about that too. Do you suppose it has anything to do with the notion of putting a steamboat on western waters?”

“I wouldn’t know, Father.”

Some of the river boatmen that Andrew knew had speculated about the idea of steamboats traveling on the lower Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, but like Daniel Moses, everyone seemed to know that steamboats could not possibly have enough power to move upstream like they did on eastern rivers.

“I can’t believe this,” Jonathan lowered the newspaper. His jaw dropped, and his face turned ashen.

“What is it, Father?” Andrew asked.

“Meriwether Lewis was shot. He’s dead.”

“Governor Lewis is dead?” Andrew couldn’t believe it either. Meriwether Lewis had led the Lewis and Clark Expedition and then had become governor of the Louisiana Territory. Andrew had traveled with him when he first went down the Ohio River with his cousin Isaac.  “Where did it happen?”

He was found in his room in Grinder’s Stand Tavern, seventy miles south of Nashville. It says here the coroner says he died of suicide.”

“Suicide?” He couldn’t believe it. Governor Lewis had been to their home. He had eaten at his mother’s table. 

At the dinner table that evening, Andrew and his father discussed what having a steamboat on the waters west of Pittsburgh would mean to their community and even Jonathan’s own business.

He then took a sip of their cook’s soup. “I miss this when I go south. No one makes soup like Cook’s. I wouldn’t be too hasty about supporting the premise that expects that an eastern-made riverboat would ever be able to maneuver the Mississippi River,” Andrew exclaimed. 

“If anyone could do it, I believe Nicholas Roosevelt might be your man,” Jonathan said. The maid took his soup bowl and laid the steaming hot entrée in front of him.

Andrew shook his head. “You’ve never been past Louisville, Father. The Falls on the Ohio are difficult for keelboats and flatboats. I can’t imagine trying to regularly take a larger craft down that stretch of the river.”

“Well, that may be why Nicholas Roosevelt has asked about you.”

“Well, I do know those rivers,” Andrew laid his fork beside his plate and wiped his mouth. “I don’t know about steamboats, though. I’d be more inclined to support the idea of building canals.”

“I can see that,” Jonathan replied. “I remember when it was first proposed in the 1780s to incorporate a canal from the Hudson River to the Great Lakes. It wasn’t until 1808 that they finally conducted a formal survey. From what I understand, they are waiting for the New York State Legislature to authorize construction.” 

Andrew nodded. “I heard that political opponents of the canal had already designated the canal project as "Clinton's Folly" and "Clinton's Big Ditch".  

Newspapers gave the canal idea this designation because New York Governor DeWitt Clinton was a staunch supporter. 

“I don’t know what their problem is.” Jonathan finished the fish on his plate and was eating the potato.

Andrew had discussed the subject with other boatmen on the Ohio River. “Some politicians are concerned that the westward connection would give New York City a strong advantage over all other U.S. ports and bring major growth to villages such as Albany, Utica, Syracuse, Rochester, Buffalo, and even Erie.”

“Hmmm, that makes sense,” Jonathan replied.

Charles joined the conversation. 

“It would mean a lot for business here in Pittsburgh, too. Wouldn’t it, Father?” 

This was his attempt to turn the topic toward something that he understood.

“It would,” Jonathan replied. 

He smiled at his younger son in a way that he had never looked at Andrew. The conversation turned toward options for growing the family business. The older Mayford son saw that his younger brother would handle his father’s business when Jonathan could no longer do it. Andrew didn’t care. His interests lay elsewhere. He was finding his own way in the world, and he liked it that way.

The next morning, Andrew went down to the river where keelboats, barges, and flatboats were moored. 

At the dock, he found his friend J. P., who was painting the name of his new boat, “Evergreen,” on the boat’s bow. 

“You clean up nice, Andrew,” P. J. said. You even smell nice.”

“Thank you very much,” Andrew replied.

“I didn’t mean it as a compliment.”  

“I never said you did, but I take it any way I want.”

P. J. smirked. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think that you were a local dandy.”

“My mother would give anything to turn me into a city boy,” Andrew said drily. 

P. J. slapped Andrew on the back. “Great to see you back, friend.”

“It’s always good to survive the Natchez Trace.” Andrew smiled back. He and PJ had known each other since they were young boys. They sometimes traveled to Natchez together but hadn’t for a couple of years because PJ was as good at building flatboats as he was at piloting them. There was as much money in building them as there was taking them downstream and without the dangers that the river system entailed.

They talked for the next few minutes about Meriweather Lewis’ death, and then PJ changed the conversation back to Andrew’s plans. “Are you going back up north to take your relatives some more manufactured goods again?”

“No, I won’t be doing that anymore. They’ve been getting their goods from Waterford or Erie lately. The area has developed a lot and those communities offer more reliable service than I ever could be.”

“So, are you making another trip back south?”

“Without a doubt. It looks like I won’t be taking grain this time, though. My father thinks he may have a special project he wants me to pilot.”

“You get some of the best shipments thanks to your father. What will it be this time? Corn licker?”

Andrew shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you exactly. I’ll let you know when I have more details.”

“Why the secrecy?” P. J. asked. 

“I’m not secretive. I’m just not exactly sure yet, but as soon as I know, you’ll be among the first I tell.”

“I guess I can accept that answer,” P. J. said.

A comfortable silence fell between them. They stood here at the edge of the river by the dock watching the flatboats, keelboats, and barges ascending and descending the stream. They did this often.

There were numerous plain box flatboats. The plain box design made the craft easy to dismantle for the lumber it contained when they arrived at their destination, which was either Natchez or New Orleans. 

Several keelboats were moored nearby. Keelboats were long and slender, sharp fore and aft, with a narrow gangway just within the gunwales. Unlike flatboats that could not be maneuvered upstream, the boatmen could pole or warp upstream. They could also use oars with the aid of the eddies whenever they found them. Andrew had done his share of keelboat poling when he had gone to the northwestern corner of the state. He would not miss those trips. 

At one pier, men were loading a barge. When the keelboat was covered with a low house, lengthwise, between the gangways, it received the dignified name of "barge." The only claim of the flatboat, or "broad horn," to rank as a vessel was because it floated upon water and was used as a vehicle for transportation. Keelboats, barges, and flatboats had prodigious steering oars. The oars of the same dimensions hung on fixed pivots on the sides of the last-named, by which the shapeless and cumbrous contrivance was, in some sort, managed. Ignorant of anything better, the people of the West were satisfied with these vehicles of trade. They would keep using them until something better came along.

Andrew knew that his father was betting money that something better had already come along. 

That afternoon, Nicholas Roosevelt, his wife Lydia, and her maid carrying Lydia’s luggage arrived at the Mayford home. They arrived by a hired coach from the East. 

Nicholas Roosevelt exited the coach first. He was tall and built like Andrew’s father. He was dressed in a similar business suit. His hairline was receding. His eyes were blue. The hair on his curly head and his well-groomed beard were medium brown and as yet didn’t appear to have hints of gray like Andrew’s father’s hair did. He had a confident smile. 

Nicholas helped his wife from the coach. Andrew was surprised that Roosevelt’s wife was much younger than he was. She couldn’t have been more than in her late teens.  Lydia Roosevelt was a petite woman dressed in a high-waisted dress, the latest fashion. She had dark hair and pale skin. As they came closer to the house, Andrew saw that she, too, had blue eyes, and she looked exhausted after her coach ride from New York to Pittsburgh.

After Lydia, another woman stepped out of the coach. She gathered the satchels from the coach, so Andrew guessed that she was Lydia’s maid. Lydia’s maid had to have been a couple of years older than her mistress. She was thin, but not too thin. Like any good maid, she did not look at anyone in the eye but simply kept to her duties.

Lydia spoke to the butler who had let them in. “Could you direct Susanna here to our rooms so that she can put away my gowns?”

“Indeed, ma’am,” Instead of just showing Susanna to the rooms, the butler tried to take the bags from her.

Susanna gently resisted his help and shook her head. “No, I can handle these.”

The butler led the maid to the room. 

Andrew watched them ascend the stairs. Susanna, huh? She was pretty. She may not have looked him in the eyes. There was something different about her. Unlike many of the servants of visitors to their home, she held her head high.

It was at that moment that Lowri Mayford stepped forward and took Lydia’s hand. “It’s so nice to meet you,” Lowri said. Something about the younger woman must have alarmed her because she seemed taken aback. “My dear, you look exhausted. Come, let me show you to your room so that you can rest.”

“Thank you,” Lydia replied. “This trip was particularly exhausting. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.  I don’t quite feel myself today.”

“Madeleine, can you show Mrs. Roosevelt to her room?” Lowri turned toward the housemaid who had just come into the room from the dining room.

Madaleine curtsied. “Yes, ma’am.”

The housemaid ushered Lydia Roosevelt up the stairs to the guest room while Jonathan and his sons ushered Nicholas straight to the study.

Andrew had spent so much time down south that he knew southern men were not that direct in their actions. Nothing in the South moved rapidly. He expected that the hot weather was what kept things slow in the south. The men there took their time, smoked a cigar, drank a brandy, and relaxed before returning to business. However, like any good Yankee here in the Northeast, Nicholas Roosevelt went straight to business.

“I suspect you’re wondering what this is all about,” Nicholas replied. He sat dignified in the seat across from Jonathan. 

“My son and I speculated last night that perhaps you might be considering putting steamboats on western waters.”

“You assume correctly,” Nicholas replied. “We are looking to build a steamboat to go from here in Pittsburgh to travel down to New Orleans.”

Andrew shook his head. “Can’t be done. Most of the year, barges can’t take the Falls.”

“The Falls?”

“Yes, there is a terrible series of shouls in the Ohio River that we call “The Falls”. Much of the time they are impassible by barge, and often in the dry season, even flatboats can’t manage them either.”

“I’m sure we can figure something out,” Nicholas replied. “That brings us to why I am here today. I would like to arrange to have a pilot take my wife, her maid, and myself down the Ohio River and the Mississippi River to New Orleans. I would like to hire you, Andrew, to be that pilot.”

“You, your wife, and her maid?” Andrew shook his head. “No, it’s not safe to take women down the Mississippi by land or by boat. Coming back up the Natchez Trail is dangerous even for us men.”

“Rest assured, we will not be traveling up the trail,” Nicholas replied. “We will be returning to New York by ship so that I can prepare the supplies I would need to build the steamboat in Pittsburgh.” 

“So, you’ll be needing a place to build your steamboat here in Pittsburgh, then?” Jonathan asked.

“I see you are most perceptive, Jonathan,” Nicholas replied. “Yes, we would need a shipyard on one of the rivers here in Pittsburgh.”

“Then call it done. I would be happy for you to use my shipyard on the Monongahela to build your steamboat.”

“Splendid,” Nicholas replied. “And you, Andrew? Will you pilot our flatboat down to New Orleans?”

Andrew opened his mouth to object to going when his father said.

“He’d be happy to,” Jonathan answered for his son, something that he never did. 

Andrew’s jaw lowered, and he glared at his father. His father glared back at him. Andrew sighed deeply.

Nicholas observed the exchange and assumed correctly that Andrew’s reluctance was due to having women on the trip. “If you’re worried about my wife or her maid Susanna, they’re both tougher than they look.”

“Yes, sir,” Andrew replied. He wasn’t entirely convinced. “I will take responsibility for the boat, but the women would be your concern. I don’t mean to be blunt, but I’ll have enough problems getting a barge to New Orleans in one piece.”

Andrew had taken trips down the Mississippi River long enough to know that rivers were dangerous places. Rivers were dynamic and changed regularly. Sometimes changes came fast, such as a flood, while other changes were more gradual, like the gradual erosion of a shoreline. In either case, gradual or fast, changes posed problems for anyone who ventured onto the Mississippi. Where the water was once deep, it might be shallow, hidden debris could quickly sink a boat, and the bends might not be in the same places that they were during the previous trip. Despite these problems, the Mississippi River and its tributaries were a superior means of travel throughout the frontier to the west of Pittsburgh.  

Jonathan gave Andrew a wide-eyed, disapproving look, but Andrew ignored it. Jonathan Mayford may have been his father, but his father wasn’t the one taking a flatboat downstream with two potentially squeamish women aboard. For the safety of his crew, he had to make his conditions clear. 

“I respect your bluntness, Andrew Mayford, but you don’t have to worry about my wife or her maid. They can take care of themselves.” Nicholas Roosevelt held out his hand, and Andrew put his in Mr. Roosevelt’s. The firm handshake sealed the deal, and Andrew was committed to this endeavor.

“Well, now that we have that settled, let’s move on. I understand that Fulton and Livingston obtained a U.S. industrial patent for their "steamboat" design,” Jonathan said.

Nicholas Roosevelt nodded.

“Yes, they hope to increase their profits by obtaining exclusive rights to steam navigation along the Mississippi River. They have already been granted exclusive rights from New York State to steam navigation along the Hudson. They’ve asked me to handle the western side of things.” Roosevelt handed Jonathan a sealed letter. “Here’s the letter verifying what they want.”

Jonathan unsealed the letter and studied it for a moment. 

“I would be happy to help finance this project too, as long as when Andrew returns, he agrees that it’s possible. I have the docks and access to raw materials. You’re welcome to any of my contacts that you’ll need.”

“Splendid, that’s good to know. I can assure you that your cooperation and assistance will be well compensated. Rest assured that both Mr. Fulton and Livingstone realize the great potential for steamboat traffic on the western waters. Less than two weeks after Clermont's first successful voyage, they had already begun to plan for this steamboat on these western rivers. They certainly believe that it is possible, and I aim to prove that it is.”

“What is it that you do, Mr. Roosevelt?” Andrew asked. “I mean, when you’re not planning to build steamboats.”

“I’m an inventor who’s interested in steamboats. It’s as simple as that.”

That evening at dinner, Lydia Roosevelt and Lowri Mayford joined their husbands and Andrew at the dining room table. Jonathan and Lowri sat at either end of the table. Lydia sat on one side of the table and Nicholas sat on the opposite. Lydia appeared refreshed after her afternoon nap. Andrew sat beside Nicholas. 

Andrew was disappointed that Lydia’s maid was not with them. He would have loved to have heard what she knew about the Roosevelts during dinner conversation. Of course, there was no reason that she would be with them. She was a servant. Apparently, she was eating dinner in the kitchen with the Mayfords' servants. He didn’t understand why, but he felt intrigued by this young woman. She was Lydia’s maid and belonged to the lower working-class society, but something about her seemed out of place. As he thought about it, he tried to analyze exactly what was out of place.

She didn’t carry herself like most servants he had seen. Not that he usually paid attention to his mother’s servants or the servants of her friends. He usually didn’t, which was also strange. Why did he care now? He had to know what was different about her.

He turned his attention back to the conversation at the dinner table. His mother was prying Lydia Roosevelt for information about herself.

“Have you and Mr. Roosevelt been married long, Lydia?” Lowri asked her house guest.

Lydia blushed. “No, we have not. We’ve been married for less than six months. However, we had been engaged to each other for four years we were married, so it seems like we’ve been together forever.”

“You had been engaged for four years?” 

“Yes, we knew we belonged together as soon as we met, but my father insisted on a long engagement. Nicholas was 37, and I was just 13 years old, but we knew we belonged together. We were willing to wait until my father agreed to allow us to wed.”

“Your father?”

“Yes, Henry Latrobe is my father.”

“Your father is Benjamin Henry Latrobe?” Andrew could hardly believe his ears. Everyone knew about Benjamin Henry Latrobe. He was known by almost everyone in the country. He was one of the men responsible for building the capital building.

In August 1796, commissioners focused on building the Capitol’s north wing so it could be used by the legislature. Some of the rooms on the third floor remained unfinished when the Congress, the Supreme Court, the Library of Congress, and the courts of the District of Columbia occupied the U.S. Capitol in late 1800.

In 1803, Congress allocated funds to resume construction, and a Superintendent of the City of Washington replaced the commissioners. He made Benjamin Henry Latrobe the architect who oversaw the construction. As the first professional architect and engineer to work in America, Latrobe modified the original plan created by William Thornton, a Scottish-trained physician living in Tortola, British West Indies, by redesigning the south wing for offices and committee rooms and simplifying its construction.

“Yes, my father-in-law helped finance the Clemont, and he plans to finance our steamboat as well,” Nicholas answered.

“It sounds like celebrities are contributing to these steamboats,” Jonathan Mayford replied. “Robert Fulton developed the first commercially successful steamboat in America. Robert Livingston assisted in drafting our Declaration of Independence, and Lydia’s father helped design the U.S. Capitol.”

“Indeed,” Nicholas cut his piece of roast and savored the morsel. After swallowing his mouthful, he said. “Mrs. Mayford, I must compliment your cook. This roast is divine.”

“It’s a venison roast, Mr. Roosevelt. It came from just outside one of the communities up the Allegheny. Our chef, Paul, will be pleased to know you enjoyed it.”

“It is excellent. It is finer than many beef roasts I have eaten in New York.”

When the Mayford maids came out to clear the dishes at the end of the meal, Jonathan suggested they take dessert and coffee in the sitting room. 

Andrew had had enough of these social pleasantries. He much preferred hanging out with people who didn’t know a salad fork from a dessert spoon. He needed to abandon this fancy dinner party to get some fresh air. 

“Excuse me,” he said. “I think I’ll call it a night. If you’ll excuse me, I must step outside for a little bit before bed.”

As Andrew expected, his mother explained Andrew’s planned exit. “My son has spent so much time on the river that he hates being shackled to the conventions of civilized life.”

Andrew rose to his feet and nodded. “If you’ll excuse me.” 

He pushed his chair back under the table as his mother had taught him and walked through the kitchen toward the back of the servants' area. His mother’s maids were cleaning the kitchen and washing dishes. He exited the back door where Paul was smoking his evening pipe. 

“I see your mother finally let you escape for the evening,” Paul said. He had known Andrew since Andrew was a child and knew the young man’s struggles with his parents’ lifestyle.

“Yes,” Andrew said.

Andrew saw movement in the shadows of the corner of the backyard. He recognized Susanna’s silhouette in the shadows. She didn’t seem to be aware that anyone had just left the house through the kitchen door. Instead, she stood looking up at the full moon above the gas streetlamp. She seemed oblivious to anything but her thoughts and that full moon.

There was enough light for Andrew to see that she had changed out of her traveling outfit and was dressed in a light frock. Even in this light, her dark features intrigued him. She wasn’t wearing a hat.  Her hair was pulled up into a Grecian style like Lydia’s. Her dark tendrils framed her face. 

Andrew crossed the yard. He ducked under a clothesline. At that moment, she must have heard him coming because she turned towards him. 

“Well, good evening,” Andrew said to Lydia’s maid. “Did you have a pleasant dinner?”

Susanna shrugged.

“It was filling,” she replied. “Paul is a good cook.”

“Thank you, Miss Susanna,” Paul said.  He seemed entertained by the interaction between the two younger people. The bowl of his pipe glowed as he took a long draw from his pipe and observed the two as they interacted. 

Susanna’s thick French accent was recognizable, but her English was flawless.

Her hair wasn’t as black as he had thought. She had dark brown hair. “Is there something I can help you with, Mr. Mayford?”

Paul laughed. “She called you Mr. Mayford.”

Andrew replied. “I’m not as highbrow as my mother wants me to be. When I’m not in my mother’s presence, you can call me, Andrew.”

“That’s the truth,” Paul exclaimed. “We all call him Andrew when his mother isn’t around. His father doesn’t care. However, don’t use his given name when Andrew’s mother is nearby. She would have a fit.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Andrew replied. “I’m not much for high society. I can’t wait to head back down the river to Natchez. Don’t you have something better to do, Paul? I would like to talk privately with this young lady.”

“I can see that,” Paul chuckled. 

Paul finished the pipe that he was smoking and tapped the pipe stem on his finger. Embers fell to the ground, and Paul snuffed them out.

“I must attend to preparations for tomorrow’s breakfast,” he said. Andrew and Susanna watched Paul re-enter the house.

“You haven’t always been a woman’s handmaiden, have you? You wouldn’t happen to have a last name, would you?

“Of course, I have a last name,” Susanna replied. “My last name is Bouvier.”

“Just what I thought. Based on your name and your accent, you are French. Based on my experience with the upper class, I could assume you were also once French nobility.”

“That is true,” Susanna replied. She shrugged. A sad look passed her face. “How did you know?”

“I recognize your noble airs. My mother was of Welsh nobility. As I’m certain you’re aware, she has her own airs.”

Susanna chuckled. 

“Based on your current situation and the fact that you are French, I would also guess you escaped France during the French Revolution.”

Susanna got a sad, faraway look on her face. “Yes, you guessed correctly, but it wasn’t quite that simple.”

Under the flicker of the gas light, he saw that her eyes were the darkest brown he had ever seen. 

“My parents were killed during the revolution, and I escaped to America with my grandmother when I was a child.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Andrew replied. 

Susanna leaned toward him. “You’ve never lost anyone. Have you?”

“No, I’ve been lucky that way. I guess.” Andrew leaned toward her. He could smell the soap on her skin. The soap was his mother’s perfumed soap that they kept in the guestrooms.

“I was secreted out of the country by my grandmother and was brought here to the United States. We lived quite well for a while, but when she died three years ago, I learned that she was deeply in debt because she tried to maintain the lifestyle we had in France.  I was penniless. If it weren’t for Mr. Latrobe’s generosity in hiring me, I might now be in the poor house.”

“It would be a shame for such a pretty young woman to live in the poor house.”

A line furrowed on Susanna’s forehead.

“Don’t frown, Susanna. It takes away from your beauty.”

Susanna’s eyes fluttered nervously. She took a step back. 

“So, flattery is how you choose to spend your time with the help?” Susanna asked. She was trying to change the subject. 

“I wouldn’t say that exactly. It is just that I find people who work more real than the ones sitting there in the parlor drinking coffee and eating pastries.”

“I don’t know why you say that,” Susanna replied. “Those people in the parlor are the ones who give us the ability to eat regularly. I am grateful to Lydia for keeping me on after her marriage.”

She lowered her head. Her long, dark lashes draped over her eyes.

“How long have you worked for Mrs. Roosevelt?” Andrew wanted to touch her chin and raise it and make her look at him with her beautiful brown eyes again.

“I’ve worked for her since my grandmother died. I’ve gotten to know her quite well. She’s with child, although I don’t think she realizes it yet.”

Andrew’s jaw dropped. “She’s having a baby. My father and Mr. Roosevelt want me to take her with us downriver. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to take her with us or not. Now I know I do not! I cannot!”

“You don’t have anything to worry about with Lydia Latrobe Roosevelt. You don’t know her like I know her. Believe me, she can handle herself as well as I can.”

“You? What does a pretty thing like you know about how difficult it is to go down the Mississippi?”

“I know a lot about tough times, Mr. Mayford,” Susanna looked him in the eye. Her brown eyes grew dark and angry.  “You can be sure of that.”

He saw fire in her eyes, and he felt invigorated that she was coming out of her shell with him. He liked this side of her better than her demure personal maid side.

“I told you to call me Andrew. My father is Mr. Mayford.”

He looked into her brown eyes. Her lips pressed tightly together.

“Lydia and I can all take care of ourselves.”

It wasn’t just the fire he saw in her eyes. He also sensed the pain she had endured. Yes, she knew difficulties. He didn’t know why, but he instinctively knew he believed her.

“All right, she can come. You can both come.”

Later, Susanna lay in her bed and thought about her reaction to Andrew.

In some ways, he reminded her of Derrick Pitt. She had met Derrick while she and her grandmother lived in New York. She remembered the way he looked and how he unsettled her. It was exactly as Andrew looked at her, now. Men like him weren’t afraid to take advantage of women like her. Women who no longer had standing in the community, even though they did nothing wrong.

Derrick had the same red hair as Andrew.  Andrew was even more handsome than Derrick had been. Derrick was not the man that Susanna thought he was. When he realized, when Susanna’s grandmother died, that Susanna wasn’t getting any inheritance and, deeply in debt, he was gone before the household auction used to clear that debt. She hadn’t started working for Lydia before he was courting another wealthy young lady.

Henry Latrobe had paid off her debt and put her in charge of making his tiny, but tomboyish, daughter into a New York debutant. 

Susanna instinctively knew that Mr. Latrobe wanted the marriage between his daughter and Nicholas Roosevelt to occur, but he also knew that his daughter wasn’t ready for the New York social scene. He needed a girl like Susanna to smooth off Lydia’s rough edges. 

Susanna had not disappointed Mr. Latrobe. He was pleased with the progress Lydia made toward becoming a lady. 

Susanna doubted Lydia’s transformation had as much to do with her as it did with the fact that Lydia was head-over-heels in love with Nicholas Roosevelt, a man who was more than twice her age. Susanna knew Lydia’s transformation from the lanky tomboy to the lady; she now had more to do with Nicholas Roosevelt than her tutelage. 

Andrew’s face came back up in Susanna’s mind. Andrew was not Derrick. Andrew wasn’t after her money because she didn’t have any, and there was no reason he would think she had any. He seemed to be a kind enough man. He came from money, but he didn’t act as though money was his main objective. 

Who was she trying to fool? His family did have money. He was probably just bored with his wealthy life. He was probably just looking for a woman with whom he could have a few laughs. When he was bored with her, he would move on. That’s what rich men did with women like her.

Andrew Mayford would soon learn that Susanna was not that kind of woman. She may be alone and down on her luck, but she was a survivor. She would not let anyone make her think otherwise.
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