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  Chapter 1
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Helen’s task of pulling out basting threads proved to be the easiest task in the Briggs Tailor Shop. The more difficult tasks were the dresses and men’s suits that required neat, even, tiny stitches. Her shoulders ached after just one single hour of the detail work.  
That morning, the lively melody of the calliope came blasting over the still March air as she pulled basting threads from a heavy wool coat Irma Briggs had pieced together the day before. While Irma’s attitude as an employer was ever fair, still she permitted no dilly-dallying. Even though Helen longed to go outside, run down the main street of Chancey’s Bend to the crude landing and watch the fancy showboat dock, she must remain seated and continue pulling threads. 
This particular showboat, Pleasures A-Plenty, announced their pending arrival with posters pasted on buildings and flyers handed out around town. A stack of those flyers now lay on the front counter of the tailor shop. Only a few remained as the stack had shrunk throughout the previous weeks. Except for a few hardline Baptists who held that all forms of theater entertainment were of the devil, the arrival of the showboat excited everyone in Chancey’s Bend. 
Helen had once heard someone say that the calliope’s throaty sounds carried for over six or seven miles. That bit of information had to have come to her sometime in the past year since she and her mother, along with her younger sister and brother, had moved to town. Before that, her knowledge of showboats, and even that of the calliope, had been vague. Only bits of hearsay from their farmer neighbors.
Sunshine poured in through the window of the back room, warming Helen’s shoulders as she worked. Signs of spring showed in the soft green budding of the trees and the daffodils peeking their slender stems up from the cold Kentucky soil. Winter had come hard that year and many a day Helen resorted to stuffing scraps of fabric into the window casing to stop the frigid air from seeping in. She was never sure whether it was better to sit by the window for the advantage of the light, or move her chair and work table closer to where Sid might be working with the mangle-iron in the presser room, trading off light for the warmth. But today, she had both—light and warmth. 
From the sounds of talk and laughter in the street she was sure the boat had docked. People were headed to the landing to get a good look. At midday there would be a parade starring their brass band all decked out in spiffy red and gold uniforms. At least she’d be able to see them through the window. Even though she was in the back room of the shop, the view from her window was of the street between their shop and the café. 
It was still early morning when Helen caught sight of a tall figure of a man, carrying a large bundle in his arms, stepping briskly down the street toward the tailor shop. His starched white shirt, red bow tie, red suspenders, and captain’s hat gave away his identity—Captain Milton Coopwood, known as Coop.
Helen remembered him from the previous summer as the Pleasures A-Plenty traveled north to their winter quarters in Henderson. Mostly she remembered his booming voice, which she now heard again as the bells on the front door jingled. 
“Anybody home?” he called out. “I’ma looking for the best tailors this side of the Alleghenies. Wouldn’t trust nobody else.”
Chuckling to herself, Helen knew full well that Sid and Irma were right there and there was no need for the loud greeting. When she first met Coop, he’d told her, “On the river we speak in volumes because it’s a noisy place.”
She knew however, that his sweet soft-spoken wife, Opal, held to no such views.
The bundle under Coop’s arm was work, for which they were all thankful. Business in a small-town tailor shop can be mighty slow in winter. Showboat costumes get hard use and are in constant need of repair. 
“Opal can do some,” Coop explained, “but she can get kinda stubborn if I stack too much work onto her shoulders. I sure don’t know why you folks moved all the way out here from Cincy. You was closer to me there.”
Helen heard Sid laugh. She knew the answer. Same one he always gave when people asked why they moved to Chancey’s Bend. “Winter comes later and leaves sooner.” 
Helen knew Sid Briggs hated winter. 
Almost holding her breath, Helen waited, praying she’d be called up to the front. And in a few minutes the magic happened. At the sound of her name, she carefully folded the wool coat to where she could easily see where she left off, then stood up and stretched. Even at mid-morning, she was stiff from sitting.
“Helen, come look,” Irma said as Helen pushed through the crimson velvet curtains that cordoned off the back room. “This is your specialty.”
Irma held up a flaming red dress, decked with a voluminous tulle overskirt, each layer trimmed in delicate lace. The lace had come loose and tears appeared in the tulle. Another dress sparkled from an array of spangles from top to bottom—also in need of loving attention. 
The sleeve of a men’s suitcoat had pulled loose. “Happened as the hero snatched the heroine from the arms of the villain,” Coop explained as he poked his fingers through the hole to show them. “I heard it rip from the wings as I was waiting to go on. I knew it meant safety pins till we got to Chancey’s Bend.” 
Helen could never be sure if Coop was sincere, or simply a lot of bluster when he bragged about their shop. But Sid did say they seemed to hold all the needed repairs until they arrived there. It didn’t really matter. The joy of extra income said it all. 
After the contents of the bundle had been spread out on the counter, the work estimated, and the bill tallied, Coop reached in his pocket and drew out a handful of tickets.
“Do I rightly remember, you got family who’ll want to come?” he asked, looking straight at Helen. 
How could he remember such details after all these months? Embarrassed, she could only nod. She was embarrassed to say she needed nine. In her kindly fashion, Irma spoke up for her. “She’ll be needing nine tickets, Coop.” 
Counting them out, Coop handed them to her. “Enjoy the show, Sweetie. All the troupe thanks you for your work.”
Before Coop took his leave, Sid ask him about war news. The newspapers that arrived in Chancey’s Bend were often a week or more behind the times. Coop, on the other hand, would have the most updated facts. “Do you believe President Wilson that he can keep us out of the war?”
Thoughtfully smoothing his mustache, Coop said, “I know he meant it. But that was before those Huns started sinking every vessel afloat. That’s just heartless cruelty. How could anyone commit such atrocities?”
“When they torpedoed the Lusitania in fifteen,” said Sid, “we all thought that was the moment of reckoning. It’s been almost two full years, but here we are still letting them get away with it.”
“You saying you want war, Sid?” Coop asked.
Sid pulled off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. After a long pause, he said, “I don’t know, Coop. I sure enough don’t know. No one wants to send their boys off to die. But how else we gonna stop those murderous monsters?”
“I know you’re right, but I keep praying that we can let the Huns and the Brits fight their own fights without sucking us in.”
Now Irma spoke up. “That’s exactly how we’re praying as well. We know it’s not the German people doing all this killing. It’s mean-hearted leaders. God willing those perky Brits will crush Germany and it’ll all be over.”
“I like that reasoning. And I heartily agree.” Coop tipped his hat. “I’ll be seeing you all tonight. Enjoy our fabulous show. It’s better than ever. Good talent just seems to be drawn to Pleasures A-Plenty.” 
Once Coop was gone, Irma dealt out the tasks. The one who finished first would lend a hand to the others. Helen felt almost giddy when the red tulle was handed off to her. Stepping over to the trays holding an array of spools of thread, she found the matching red and returned to the back room. Soon, the bigger table was brought out and Sid and Irma joined her.
Helen enjoyed these times. It meant she’d hear more stories about the days when the Briggses owned their larger shop in Cincinnati. That was before their children grew up, married, and moved away. 
“That place became more headache than we needed,” Irma explained. “And the city just kept getting bigger and bigger.” 
“Swallowing us up, it was,” Sid agreed. 
Helen worked as they talked, fingering the fine lace and creating hidden stitches to reattach where it had come loose, and wondering what it would feel like to wear such finery. Before Pa died, before they moved to town, she and Ma worked with coarse wool fabric and inexpensive cotton prints. She’d never seen or touched tulle before starting work at the shop. Nor silk either. And very little lace. 
While she never for a moment welcomed Pa’s horrible death from typhoid, still and yet, she couldn’t help but wonder what her life would have been like had they never left the farm. Of course, Pa loved her. He had loved all of his family, but he was a stern, quiet, unemotional man of few words. Never in her life did she have an actual conversation with him. Nothing like what she enjoyed with Sid and Irma. She could never imagine Peter Heise striding down the street like Captain Coop wearing a red bow tie and red suspenders. And bellowing words as opposed to simply talking in a normal voice. 
As Pa lay dying, surrounded by his family, he confessed to them that the rent on the farm was delinquent. Even in his agony, it was as though he needed to clear his conscience. But Ma, through her tears, told him to quiet his fears. She kept assuring him that God would watch over them. And that she had no plans to work the farm after he was gone. That seemed to bring the peace he needed and within a few hours of that confession, he was gone.






  
  Chapter 2
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To Helen’s everlasting delight, as soon as the sounds of the brass band filled the air, Sid jumped up and declared, “We need to take a breather. What say you? Mother? Helen?” Cocking his head and making a silly quizzical expression, he added, “Me thinks a parade might be on the way. Let’s go see.” 
Pulling on wraps against the chilly March wind, they stood on the board walk in front of the shop and watched the band pass by. The entire town turned out. And of course, school let out early. It was quite clearly, a holiday. The lively music brightened their spirits. At the tail end of the parade were two acrobats, a man and a woman. He effortlessly lifted her and held her upright as she stood on his palm with one foot, then flipped high in the air. He caught her as she came down, and the crowd gasped and then cheered and clapped.
Alongside them came a man dressed in a clown costume, leading his trained donkey. As they walked along, the donkey abruptly stopped and plopped down. The clown cavorted around with wild gestures and much yelling. Then he stepped behind to push the donkey’s rump in an effort to get him to get up and move. As he pushed, seemingly with great effort, the donkey suddenly jumped up and the clown sprawled face-first in the dirt.
All the way up River Road they marched until they reached the point where the railroad tracks intersected, then turning around and returning. At the main intersection in the middle of town, they stopped and Coop, carrying a red-tasseled baton, shouted, “This is just a small taste of what our show will offer tonight, folks. Doors open at six-thirty; show starts at seven. Don’t be late. Hurry to get a seat before we’re all sold out. You think Pleasures A-Plenty is just a name? No siree. Not on your life. It’s our promise to you. And we never go back on our promise.” 
Twirling the baton with the golden globe head, he directed the band to resume playing and back down to the dock they marched. Looking backward up the street toward the railroad tracks, Helen saw her mother, her younger siblings, along with her aunt and cousins standing on the board walk. She wanted to give a big, wild wave, but thought it not ladylike to do so. Nevertheless, she was quite pleased that the little ones were allowed to be included in the festivities. 

      [image: image-placeholder]By four-thirty, Sid, Irma, and Helen were tearing off large sheets of brown wrapping paper from the roll, and spreading it across the front counter. As they wrapped and tied up each garment in neat bundles, they felt quite proud of their day’s work. 
“Think you can handle these and take them down to the showboat?” Sid asked Helen as he snipped a length of string, securing the last parcel. 
The question surprised her. Of course, she could handle them. Just the thought of stepping onto that boat again, thrilled her to no end. 
When Pleasures A-Plenty came through last fall, she remembered the excitement of walking across the stageplank at the landing to enter and watch the show. But back then she was entering in along with the crowd. Now she would be stepping on board all by herself. A shiver of delight ran all through her.
Donning hat, gloves, and shawl, she let Sid pile the bundles into her arms and hold the door open for her. She could barely see around them, but she didn’t care. 
“Watch your step at the landing,” he warned. “Best you wait till someone sees you and comes to your rescue.”
Nearing the second block of River Road, she could see the showboat sitting proudly ahead of her. Glittering from top to bottom, all in bright white, trimmed in delicate grillwork, the name, Pleasures-A-Plenty painted in green lettering nearly two feet high on the upper deck. The site nearly took her breath away. A more beautiful thing, she believed she’d never seen. 
The sound of voices and laugher rang out as she approached the beer hall. Old geezers habitually sat on the benches outside like a row of gossiping windbags. And some people would say women were the primary gossipers. Helen had her own opinions about that. She heard enough, not only in the shop, but in Jarrett’s Mercantile. The menfolk were always jawing about something. 
What caught her attention, wasn’t the customary grouping of old men, but the young man conversing with them. His tan fedora and smartly-fitted, camel-colored overcoat marked him as what Pa would have called a city slicker. But Helen knew exactly who he was. It was Brett Lochlann, son of Conway Lochlann, owner of Lochlann’s Hardware Store. 
From what she’d heard, the younger Lochlann had just arrived home from two years of studies at some kind of music conservatory in Cincinnati. She knew he was a pianist because he played in church just last Sunday. His playing put Mrs. Bechtel’s in the shade. Mrs. Bechtel played ordinary chords. Brett’s fingers were all over the keys, from one end of the piano to the other. The entire congregation sat up and took notice. 
As Helen drew nearer, she could hear the conversation.
“That steam-driven pushback be too much for those little lily fingers of your’n,” one of the older men was saying. “They ain’t made for a light touch.” 
Helen wasn’t sure what was going on, but she had to pass right by them. It couldn’t be avoided. Quickening her step, she made as though she were in a rush, which actually she was. 
“Here now,” Brett said as she approached, “we have an objective observer.” Stepping right in front of her, he blocked her way.
“Miss, we need your input. These men are casting wagers that I am unable to play that calliope down there.” As he waved his hand toward the showboat, he accidentally jostled the top parcel from her grip. It landed at his feet.
“Oh, clumsy me.” Stooping to fetch it, he said, “Here, let me take those. I take it you’re headed to the boat?” 
He took the load from her which was quite a relief. It’d been tricky holding them and navigating the uneven board walk.
“You’re from the tailor shop and these are costumes. Am I correct?”
Helen could only nod. How did he know she was coming from the tailor shop? 
“This is perfect timing, Miss. Please give us your unbiased opinion. Your objective viewpoint. Do you believe I can play the calliope on Pleasures A-Plenty?”
In an attempt to find her voice, she cleared her throat a bit. “I would have no way of knowing if you can or cannot,” she ventured. “All I know is that Coop’s wife, Opal, plays the calliope and seems to do quite well.”
At that, Brett Lochlann let out a peal of laughter that seemed to fill the entire street. Tipping his hat with his free hand, he said to the beer-hall jury, “There you have it, gentlemen. If a lady can handle those steam-driven keys, I guess I can as well.” Replacing his hat, he added, “Hope you didn’t squander too much of your hard-earned cash.”
Offering his arm to Helen, he said, “Come now, we mustn’t keep the showboat crew waiting.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Opal Coopwood intercepted Helen and Brett as they came across the muddy landing bridged by the stageplank. Hailing them with warm greetings she took the parcels from Brett and directed him to the stairs at the hinder part of the boat. 
“Up that way, Brett. I’ll be with you in a minute. You’re gonna have a gay old time with that noise maker.”
With a nod, he thanked her. “I’m ready to give it a turn. I conquered a pipe organ in Cincinnati. Can’t be that different.” To Helen, he said, “Your positive input back there was appreciated.” He jabbed a thumb toward the beer hall. 
She managed to give him a quiet “You’re welcome,” though she still found it almost impossible to speak to him. 
“And your name is?”
“I’m Helen. Helen Heise.”
“Well, Helen. I’ll be seeing you another time then.” And he was gone.
I’m not sure when, where, or why that could ever happen, Helen thought.
Adjusting the packages in her arms, Opal said, “Helen, do you have a few minutes to spare? There’s someone I want you to meet.”
Now that was a surprise. Helen had no idea who on the showboat Opal would want her to meet. She really didn’t have minutes to spare. The family was expecting her at the house.
“I should be getting on home. Mother will be looking for me.”
“What if we send the cabin boy with a message that you’re being delayed? That should settle her mind.” 
Helen nodded. Still mystified.
“This way, then.” 
Helen followed Opal into the boat’s interior, through the resplendent, but now empty, auditorium. With no distractions, Helen was free to soak in the beauty of the velvet crimson seats, and the decorative ceiling complete with brilliant golden overlay. Yes, she was gawking, but no one was around to notice. 
Midway down the sloping auditorium, Opal turned right, through the rows of seats to the far side. She opened a door that Helen had never noticed was there. Through the door they went up a flight of stairs and out another door which led to the upper deck. Rather like a back porch, the deck was set about with wicker chairs and tables along with large potted palms. Several white bird cages hung from the ceiling of the deck roof, where yellow canaries greeted them with cheerful songs. 
Opal waved to one of the chairs. “Have a seat. I’ll just be a minute. These need to be deposited in the state rooms.” Disappearing around the far side of the deck, she left Helen alone to take in the view.
From this upper deck she could see all the way across Chancey’s Bend, past the town to the wooded hills beyond. The hills where she and her sister, thirteen-year-old Alice, loved to wander and explore. From this point, she was almost as high as when she climbed Watson’s Bluff. 
Chancey’s Bend’s early settlers chose a perfect spot at the bend in the Chancey River where the river widened and the current slowed. Tucked into a valley, the town was surrounded by rounded, wooded hills. When she was a small girl, and the family ventured into town to purchase supplies, the town seemed huge and a little overwhelming with all the traffic and activities. Now that she was nineteen, and lived and worked here, that overwhelming feeling had dissipated. Now the town seemed small and ordinary. She longed to see cities like St. Louis and Cincinnati.
Rather than sitting down, Helen walked over to the guard rail which ran the length of the deck. Leaning back a bit, and looking upward, she could see the third deck and the texas from which the captain steered the boat. Though she was unable to see it, she knew the calliope was up there as well. 
Behind the Pleasures A-Plenty was docked the steamboat, Odyssey. Helen knew this provided the steam power that pushed the showboat up and down the river. She’d not had a good look at it last summer when they docked, but here it was in all its glory. Not as glamorous as the showboat, but a hardworking vessel. 
After a few moments, Opal reappeared with Ralphie, the cabin boy in tow. Helen didn’t think she’d ever seen a skinnier boy in all her life. Pa would have called him a beanpole. His overalls were too short and his wrists hung past the sleeves of his red-plaid flannel shirt. While the clothes were too small, the work shoes were too big, giving him a clown appearance. 
Following introductions, and after Helen had given Ralphie the exact directions to Aunt Linnie’s house, he was on his way with a written message of why Helen was detained. 
Once again, Opal waved Helen toward two chairs that were situated on either side of a small table decorated with a Mason jar filled with red and yellow wild flowers. Helen found every detail to be more charming than she’d ever imagined. Who would have believed the other part of showboat would be so homey?
Once they were seated, Opal said, “Thank you for staying, Helen. I think you know we all appreciate your talents as a seamstress.”
Helen was sure Opal referred to Sid and Irma. “We strive to please our customers. The Briggs have a long history of…”
“I know they’re talented as well,” Opal interrupted, “but I’ve noticed your style. I can pretty much tell your work over the others.”
Helen felt her face go hot and flushed. No one had ever complimented her in quite this forward a manner. She had no reply.
Opal continued as though a reply was unnecessary. “We have a new addition to our lineup this season. You may have read about her in our circulars. Her name is Cat Callahan. She’s starred on the Broadway stage and she’s decided to take a break this summer.” 
Helen had seen the woman’s picture on the flyer, but had paid little attention to it.
“You may know that oftentimes stage stars come to work on the showboat because it’s an easier life than traveling from one city to another on the summer theater circuit.”
Helen didn’t know. She had no idea. 
“Cat has an idea for a new costume,” Opal was saying. “I want her to tell you about it. To describe it. And you can then let her know if you think you can create it.”
Back on the farm, it had been Helen’s job to sew the family’s clothing. From shirts for Pa and Seth, to dresses, aprons, and even the undergarments for her and Ma and Alice. Once Ma realized Helen had the knack, she left off sewing entirely, except for the mending, and let Helen take over. 
“Are you willing to give it a try?”
Helen nodded. She seemed unable to carry on a clear conversation. This was too bewildering. But she did manage to say yes, she was willing to try. 
At that moment, the door to the deck opened and in walked the most beautiful human being Helen had ever seen. Tall and willowy, she moved with grace and poise. The picture on the advance posters and flyers did her very little justice.






  
  Chapter 3
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Helen made a move to stand up, but the lady said, “Oh please, don’t get up. Here. I’ll just draw another chair over. Make this a cozy little threesome. Right, Opal?” 
“Of course. Helen, this is Cat Callahan. Cat, this is Helen, the highly talented seamstress I told you about.”
After pulling a chair close to the other side of the small table, Cat extended her hand and Helen returned the handshake. The hand was soft as a suede glove. 
“Please to meet you, Helen. I’m in a real pickle being so far from New York and my regular tailors. But I’ve come up with this marvelous idea for a costume and I don’t want to wait till the end of the season.”
“Cat here is our soubrette between scenes,” Opal explained, “in addition to being our star ingenue.”
Helen saw no similarity to a cat. This Broadway star’s face, painted with arching eyebrows, black-rimmed eyes, cheeks flushed with rouge, and red cupid-bow lips, was framed in soft curls that shone like spun gold. Her sheer, pale-blue fitted bodice was tucked into a navy pencil-skirt, which worked to define her tiny waist. Helena was quite certain Cat had never milked a cow, walked behind a plow pulled by a team of horses, weeded a garden, or gathered eggs while fighting off setting hens who loved to peck bare skin.
It took all Helen’s will power not to gawk. 
“The needed costume will be for my solo numbers,” Cat was saying in a voice sweet as honey. “I have a sketch right here. I’m not much of an artist, but I believe you can get the idea.”
From her skirt pocket, she drew out a paper. Unfolding it, and laying it on the table in front of them, she said, “This is my idea. Great puffed lace sleeves, snug bodice with a satin sash tying in the back with a large bow. The full skirt will be shorter in front swooping down into a ruffled train. Each tier edged in lace. What do you think?”
Helen’s face felt hot. The ladies’ eyes were on her, studying her. Waiting for her response. What was she supposed to say? Where would she get the materials? Where would she work? How would she find the time? How would Irma and Sid feel about it? 
“You don’t have to answer just this minute,” came Opal’s gentle voice. “I’m sure this is quite a surprise. It’s fine if you want to think about it.”
Cat sat up a little straighter. Looking over at Opal she said, “But I’d really like to have it soon. At least before St. Louis.”
Ignoring Cat, Opal said to Helen, “You’d receive a handsome payment. Think about this, it would serve you well as a testament to your abilities.”
“I just want to know if you’re able,” Cat put in. “It’s a complicated undertaking.”
Now Helen spoke up. She’d put together much more complicated articles and she knew exactly how she’d create this costume. “I would need your measurements.”
Cat turned the paper over. “I already thought of that. I’m quite accustomed to working with tailors.”
The measurements had been carefully scripted on the paper. “I can have the cloth ordered and sent by train from Cincinnati. Arriving day after tomorrow.”
Beneath the measurements—which Helen recognized, having worked with similar numbers many times—was written out other numbers.
Pointing to the other numbers, Cat said, “Five dollars. That’s the price I’m willing to pay for your work.” Laying a dollar bill on the table and scooting it over to Helen, she said, “This is my deposit. The other four dollars will be wired you to when I receive the finished product.”
Helen could scarcely breathe. She’d never earned money of her own before. Of course, she earned a salary at the shop, but that was different. 
When she could finally speak, she said, “Perhaps I could ask Irma and Sid if they might allow me to use the shop after hours.”
Opal gave a soft clap of her hands. “Oh, that’s a wonderful idea, Helen. If you need me to put in a good word, you just let me know. I’ve become fast friends with the Sid and Irma.” Then she added, “And we do give them plenty of extra business on our way through.”
Helen didn’t think she’d need Opal’s input. She was pretty sure she could handle making the request on her own. It’d only be for a few evenings. And they closed early on Saturdays. A few more hours would be available then. 
Cat pushed back her chair and stood. “A deal then?”
Helen wondered if they could hear her heart pounding. She nodded. “Yes.” Clearing her throat, she added, “I accept your offer.” 
“I’ll send Ralphie to the telegraph office to dispatch my fabric order.”
“It’s at the train station,” Opal offered. “But Ralphie knows where to find it.”
“I’m off then,” Cat said. Handing the paper to Helen, she added, “See you at the show tonight.” And with that she stood and walked away with a regal poise that must stem from many stage appearances. As Cat disappeared through the door, Helen tucked the dollar bill into her handbag. 
Brett did indeed play the calliope. As she left the boat, Helen heard that musical steam machine pumping out lively strains of Oh Susanna. She smiled to herself, wondering how much money changed hands at the beer hall. When she walked by the place, the chairs and benches out front were empty, the previous occupants had no doubt gone home to supper. 
Helen knew supper was waiting for her at the Gabler house. Her food would be in the warming oven. Ma would make sure of that. Even before they came to live with Aunt Linnie and Uncle Osborn, the Gabler household was a noisy place. Now it was even more noisy. And crowded. Seems a ruckus was brewing every hour or so. Plus, their terrier Wooly added to the chaos.
Helen never minded. In fact, she loved the entire Gabler family, but it concerned her that the four of them served up an extra burden. Aunt Linnie, who was Ma’s sister, insisted they were no bother. Helen never believed her. Love can only go so far with so many mouths to feed.
Helen and Ma, along with Alice and Seth slept in the attic. Uncle Osborn had gone to great lengths to fix it up, building a sizeable partition to create two rooms. It allowed Seth to have his own space away from the females. At twelve, he needed a little privacy. Helen and Alice shared a bed, while Mama and Seth each had their own beds. The bedsteads had been brought from the farmhouse. As had the bureau and the washstand. A few things were salvaged before the landlord insisted they vacate the farm.
If Ma missed having her own house, and most especially her own kitchen, she never complained. Who knew where they would have ended up if the Gablers hadn’t taken them in? 
Once the sun waned, the temperature had dropped. Helen welcomed the warmth of the Gabler kitchen, and the aroma of stew met her. The little ones came running to meet her. 
LeRoi, who was nine got to her first. “The tickets. The tickets. The tickets,” he belted out in a crazy sing-song voice. “Can we see the tickets?”
“Please Helen,” echoed Mindy Mae who was seven. “Can we?” Mindy Mae seemed to dance rather than walk. Tripping across the kitchen, she said, “Are they in your pocket? Your dress pocket? In your handbag? In your shawl?” 
Shy Esta Belle whose age was between her brother and sister hung back watching. But Helen knew she was just as excited. 
Through the door that led to the front room Helen could see Alice curled up on the sofa. She had a book in her hands—as usual. She and Alice shared a love of books. Especially books filled with poetry. From where Helen stood, she could see the book was one of Sandburg’s. Alice looked up and gave a smile and a little wave.
From her handbag, Helen drew out the bright red tickets and spread them on the kitchen table. “One for each of us,” she said. “And in the front twelve rows. Special seats.”
They stared at the tickets, but no one touched them. It was as though they were awestruck. Helen knew they were dreaming of what excitement the evening would hold. 
“Take off your wraps, Helen,” Ma said. “I’ll get your supper.”
“I’m sorry to be so late.”
“The boy came,” LeRoi said. “He delivered a message from you right to our doorstep.” His dark brown eyes flashed as he talked. 
“That was Ralphie,” Helen said as she hung up her hat and shawl on the hall tree hooks. “He’s the cabin boy.”
“I want to be a cabin boy,” LeRoi said. “He didn’t look like he was much older than me.”
As Aunt Linnie came into the kitchen, LeRoi ran to her. “Mama I want to be a cabin boy on the showboat. Can I be a cabin boy? Can I please? Will you let me? Huh?”
Aunt Linnie put her arms around her son and ruffled his dark-brown curly mop of hair. “I don’t see any reason why not. You can be anything you want to be. But let’s get you through a few years of school first.” 
The bowl of stew held a small portion. Helen was thankful for Ma’s cornpone slathered in butter to make up for the lack of a large helping of stew.
As she was eating, Seth and Uncle Osborn came in the backdoor ushering in a whoosh of cold air. Once they had moved in town from the farm, Uncle Osborn had quickly taken Seth under his wing. The two had been working on another project out in the shop. Osborn Gabler’s reputation as a builder, and as one who created most anything from wood, was known not only Chancey’s Bend, but the surrounding region. The two were covered in sawdust, which Aunt Linnie scolded them for not dusting off out on the back porch. 
“Hurry now. Get cleaned up. We can’t be late.”
Uncle Osborn looked over at Seth, who now stood almost eye-to-eye with his uncle. “Late? Say there, Seth old boy. You reckon we’re supposed to be going someplace?”
Joining in the fun, Seth shrugged his shoulders. “Beats me. These women are all the time wanting us men to clean up. Maybe it’s a trick.”
LeRoi ran to his Papa and said, “Papa, it’s the showboat. Did you forget? We’re all going. And in the first twelve rows. Helen brought the tickets. Didn’t you Helen? One for each of us.”
Helen poured molasses over the last of her corn pone and tried not to laugh as she ate.
Now Mindy Mae was jumping around like a jack rabbit. “We’re going to the showboat. We’re going to see the show. All of us, Papa.” Looking over at her older cousin, she added, “Even you Seth. You’re coming with us.” Which brought laughter from everyone in the kitchen. 
This is what Helen loved about living here. The laughter. The fun. The love. While she had loved her Pa dearly, and knew he loved his family, he’d been an unsmiling man who seldom if ever enjoyed a good joke. Unlike Uncle Osborn who never tired of creating fun every chance he got. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Wagons and buggies parked randomly all around the landing as the farmers had loaded up their families and came into town for the big event. Even a few new-fangled automobiles sat here and there. Seth always said that as soon as he saved up enough money, he would have his own automobile—which Helen could never imagine happening.
As they walked together down River Road, they merged with dozens of other families. Possibly the entire population of Chancey’s Bend would be seated in the grand auditorium. From two blocks away the boat, lit with its hundreds of electric light bulbs, was transformed into a floating fairyland. Children hopped and danced about, finding it impossible to simply walk along with the crowd. Pulsating sounds of the music from brass band filled the air, adding to the gaiety and excitement.
Alice walked close to Helen with her arm tucked into her sister’s. “What was the delay at the show boat?” she asked in a soft whisper as though she had detected there might be a secret involved.
Helen didn’t dare look into Alice’s eyes for fear she’d let it out. As yet, she’d told no one about the special offer from Cat, the Broadway star. She gave a little shrug. “Oh, it was just Opal wanting to know more about the work we’d done at the shop for them.”
At that Alice squeezed Helen’s arm a little tighter. “I guess it’s all right if I don’t believe you.”
Now Helen laughed. Her sweet sister was so in tune with others around her. Perhaps it was because she was so quiet. In her quietness, she had more opportunity to observe. And to listen. Alice listened past words that were spoken. She and little Exa Belle were much alike in that way. Listening and observing. 
Helen whispered. “Smarty pants. You’ll know soon enough.”
Coop was standing on the deck, close to the point of where show-goers embarked, holding a megaphone he shouted his greetings to one and all. Shouting out how glad he was to see them. How great the show was going to be. And on and on. Coop was created perfectly for that role. Opal sat in the ticket booth taking tickets, and Ralphie showed the people where to sit. 
Now they could see the members of the band, dressed in their spiffy uniforms, standing in formation on the second deck. Their rousing music was interspersed with Coop’s greetings, all in a well-rehearsed rhythm.
As Helen approached the stageplank and stepped up on the deck, she looked down to watch her step. Just as she stepped foot on deck, she looked up to see Brett Lochlann looking right at her. 
As he moved toward her, Helen’s throat went dry. “Hello again,” he said. “You heard it didn’t you.”
He was speaking directly to her. To her. In the midst of the moving crowd of people. She knew he was talking about his playing to calliope. She nodded. Her family members were casting questioning looks in her direction.
Stepping closer, Brett said, “I guess they’re waiting for you to hand over the tickets. Here. Let me help.”
Carefully, politely, he herded the family through the space beside the ticket booth, giving Helen room to step up and hand the tickets to Opal. Taking the tickets, Opal gave her a wink and said, “Enjoy the show.”
Helen nodded and smiled. “We appreciate the tickets.” 
Once inside the lobby area, Brett said, “I know Osborn here, and Linnie, but goodness mercy me, how these little ones have grown since I left town. I never would have recognized them.”
At that, Uncle Osborn shook Brett’s hand and welcomed him back to Chancey’s Bend, then introduced him to Ma, Alice, and Seth. Then he said, “And looks as though you are already acquainted with Helen?”
He made it a question. Which they all were wondering.
Brett again looked right at Helen making her stomach do strange flips. “Helen gave a vote in my favor to the old men who congregate at the beer hall,” he explained. Then at the shocked looks, he chuckled and added, “Outside, I mean. We were outside the beer hall.”
At that moment, Helen found her voice. “He was kind enough to relieve me of the bundles I was delivering from the shop.”
“It was quite a load,” Brett added, as though he had to explain why he had lent a hand. “Oh here, we’re all standing in the way. I’m sure you will all be sitting down front. I’ll take Ralphie’s job and lead the way.”
And he did just that. Acting as though he were an usher, he led them to one of the front rows that had just enough empty seats. There he stopped and let them file in. Helen happened to be last. 
“Thank you again,” she said to him. “And you did a swell job of playing the calliope.”
“It’s a fascinating instrument. I appreciate the compliment.” Giving a little nod, he said, “I’ll see you later.”
Again, she knew that was simply a polite statement. As in, he would see her if he played the piano at church. 






  
  Chapter 4
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The show opened with the electric footlights lighting up in a blaze of glory, making the place as bright as a sun shiny day. Few people in Chancey’s Bend ever experienced electric lights. The lights could have been the whole show and it would have been a rewarding experience. But that was barely the beginning. 
A man entered from the wings of the stage in front of the curtains. In his arms he held a wooden dummy. He sat on a high stool already in position on the stage. The man proceeded to make it seem for all the world, as though that dummy were really talking. LeRoi would later remark, “I knew it was the man talking, but I sure couldn’t figure out how he was doing it.” To which they all agreed.
Using crazy, silly jokes, talking back and forth with the dummy, the ventriloquist succeeded in keeping the entire crowd in wild laughter. 
Once the ventriloquist took his bows, Helen saw Brett get up from his front seat and make his way to the piano sitting at the far right at the base of the stage. Band members were positioned in the orchestra pit. She could barely see the tops of their heads. Now the curtains glided open and the drama, entitled “Honest Hearts,” began. 
Cat played the lead role of the damsel in distress, and Helen followed her every move, watching how she changed emotions, interacting with fellow actors, and yet still looking out to interact with the audience. She guessed all that talent stemmed from working on a Broadway stage in New York City. What a fascinating life Cat must lead. 
Throughout the drama the band played the background music, aided by Brett on the piano. 
The printed program stated that during the intermission, the soubrette, Cat Callahan would perform. As the curtain now closed, they could hear the noise of the set behind the curtain being changed out. 
Coop, who played the damsel’s farmer-father in the drama, strode out on the stage, still in costume—denim overalls, faded flannel shirt, and a wide-brim straw hat, complete with bits of straw sticking out from under. 
Speaking to the crowd he explained how fortunate they were to add a Broadway star to this season’s billing. Saying how thankful he and Opal were that Miss Cat Callahan had chosen their showboat, Pleasures A-Plenty. “She’ll be out here on this very stage in just a few minutes. And boy oh boy, are you in for the treat like none other you’ve ever experienced here in Chancey’s Bend.”
He chatted on a bit thanking the town and the townspeople for such a fine welcome. “This is only our fourth stop as we launch a new season. We’re right on time as the ice floe up river broke up earlier than usual this year. We’re heading all the way plum down to Vicksburg.” 
Helen knew his chatter gave Cat time to change before her intermission solo number. Shortly, he glanced over to the wings and evidently received the nod that Cat was ready. 
Her stage entrance brought audible gasps from the audience. The lights played on her golden curls and reflected the twinkling spangles on her dress. It was the flaming-red dress that Helen had mended that afternoon. The length of her dress came barely to her calves, showing ruffled pantalettes. In her hand she carried a matching ruffled parasol which she opened and spun round and round as she strolled to center stage.
The song “Don't Dilly Dally on the Way,” with its rousing melody and fun lyrics had the crowd laughing and clapping. Cat’s clear soprano voice floated out like sunshine, filling the entire auditorium. Her shoes clicked on the wooden stage keeping with the tempo, and Brett’s fingers flew up and down the keyboard making that old piano rock. 
As the music faded out and the song closed, Cat gave sweeping curtsies and ran offstage, but she was instantly applauded back for an encore. This time she sang a song entitled, “I Love A Piano,” and once again, Brett brought the melody to life. 
No matter how much the audience clapped and cheered, her part was over. She would be hurriedly changing costumes for the remainder of the drama. A poetry reading was followed by an acrobat number—involving the two acrobats everyone had seen in the parade that afternoon. While they were quite entertaining, they couldn’t hold a candle to Cat Callahan. 
During the intermission, Uncle Osborn went out to the lobby and purchased bags of candy for each of them. “Since we got in here free of charge, I think I can break for a little candy,” he told them as he handed out the bags.
Prizes were tucked into selected bags, and both LeRoi and Esta Belle were the lucky ones. But Mattie Mae put up such a fuss for not getting a toy, Esta Belle gave hers to her sister. In the end, it didn’t really matter. The candy was a special treat, as was the entire show. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The showboat gave Chancey’s Bend something to talk about for days following. Theirs was a shallow landing, thus they never saw the bigger show boats. Smaller ones would regularly dock, but Pleasures A-Plenty seemed to be the favorite. That was due in part to Coop’s personality, and the way he came into the town and made friends with the people, along with purchasing many of their supplies from the locals. 
Sid and Irma also had had tickets for the show and sat just a few rows behind Helen and her family. The entire show—and especially Cat’s performance—became the source of their conversation the following day at the shop. That conversation presented the perfect moment for Helen to tell them about Cat’s offer. After explaining how it had all played out, she held her breath as she had no idea how they might respond. Would it make them angry that Cat had not asked them to create the costume? 
She should have known better. Their excitement nearly exploded. Irma actually gave her a hug. “You are one blessed young lady,” she said. “For someone your age, this is a chance of a lifetime.”
Sid, in total agreement, said with a wave of his hand, “And you can use everything right here in the shop every evening.”
Their responses brought hot tears to Helen’s eyes. That was the very thing she wanted to ask, but feared to do so. Access to the shop would be necessary, since there was not an inch to spare at the Gabler house. 
They wanted all the details. What did the costume look like? When would the materials arrive? Was there a deadline to finish it? And on and on they talked. As the three of them studied the drawing, Irma gave a few tidbits of advice, which Helen received gladly.
Like clockwork, the package bearing the materials arrived at the shop two days following Cat’s telegraphed order. 
“All the way from Cincy,” the delivery boy announced as he burst through the shop door making the bell ring with a flurry. Helen was sure he wanted to stay and gawk, but from the look of the basket on his bicycle, he had other deliveries to make.
“Thank you, Davy,” Sid said. Digging in his pocket he pulled out a coin, which Davy caught in midair.
With a quick nod he was off and going.
“Let’s go to the back,” Irma suggested. Helen took that to mean they didn’t need any random customers coming in and seeing the special delivery.
Cutting the twine with her large tailor scissors, Helen lifted the lid from the box. There tucked into soft pink tissue paper were the layers of silk, satin, lace, and tulle, all in varying shades of lavender, lilac, and deep purple. Helen ran her fingers over them, sensing the texture of each. Beneath the fabric were placed a dozen or so small embroidered fleurettes. These she would stitch onto the sleeves. 
Also touching the fabric, Sid said, “Quality. High quality.”
“You’ll going to have such fun with this,” Irma chimed in. 
The excitement in Irma’s voice matched that which was near to bursting inside Helen. She knew in her heart she would have gladly taken on this assignment with no pay. 
“Here’s how I see it,” Sid was saying, “we have two or three alterations waiting. Whenever you finish those, if nothing new comes in, you can start creating your patterns.”
“One more thing,” Irma put in. “We know you’ll be here after the shop closes. Please close the front blinds, and only keep the lights on here in the back.”
Irma handed Helen a key to the front door. The key hung on a length of string, which Helen slipped over her head and tucked
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