MEMPHIS IN OUR HEARTS

Murder, they said it was murder! Jamai's lovely face was worried as she drew in a ragged breath. Someone is dead and we know nothing about it, not even who it is.

The river boat rocked, breaking into her thoughts. Her hand grasped the rail as she puzzled at the horror toward which she was traveling. Feeling strangely weightless and weak, she found her way to a deck chair and sat down, closing her eyes.

When we get to Memphis, the truth will be found soon enough, we will get the straight of it, she vowed to herself.

Her anguish eased as she relaxed in the sun. I'm going home to Memphis, how I've wanted to. But not like this, no, not like this. The ghost of a smile appeared as she recalled her first ride on a river boat.

*** 

It was a party of worried people awaiting Jamai at the art school her last day in England.

"Where is she?" Her best friend, Susanna, was near tears; the Head Mistress peered out of the coach and drummed her fingers on the window sill; the coachman moved nervously aside and looked up the stairs again as Susanna paced, her back to him.

The building was close enough to the cobbled street to see through the leaded glass of the door.

"Mum! My lady -" Jamai was coming down the stairway inside.

Susanna darted back before he could get out another word 

She seized her friend's arm, dragging her through the iron gate. "Jamai! I am too glad to see you to scold you, I was picturing hooded assassins in the halls, or a broken ankle, or - what kept you?"

"This!" Ecstatic, as if lit from inside like a gas lamp, Jamai paused in their headlong flight to the coach to wave a document of some kind in blissful triumph.

Susanna kept her tight grip on Jamai's other arm, and as soon as they were close enough, a plump hand reached to help Jamai into the coach.

Susanna scrambled after her, giving the driver a beseeching glance as she reached for the door. No prodding was needed. The driver had already picked up the reins and the coach lurched forward as soon as the door slammed shut behind them.

When the coach arrived at the dock there were still people boarding. "I will stop here and get help with the bags, ladies," the coachman said as he got down.

The Head Mistress nodded absently to him, as interested as Jamai and Susanna were in the bustling scene around them. Susanna's eyes darted around as she and Jamai marveled at the variety of colors and styles, and to their delight, a brightly dressed Indian party passed close by.

"Ah, here comes Parkins," the Head Mistress pointed, again wearing what Susanna called her crocodile smile. "I see he has a man from the ship with him."

"Thank you for coming with us," Jamai began. 

The crocodile smile stretched even wider, "I am coming aboard with you, my dears. Your fathers gave me very plain instructions about that, as who can blame them? Come."

Having issued the command, she followed Parkins and the luggage without a backward glance.

"Now, that is a wide wake to follow in," Jamai whispered, hiding a grin behind her gloved hand.

"Truly! The bulk of her rocks as if already on the high seas," Susanna giggled.

The Head Mistress moved ahead like the figurehead of a proud ship, leading her little party to an officer to inquire after the captain.

The captain soon appeared, accepted the papers with twinkling eyes, and assured the good lady and her charges they would be well looked after on his ship. Their guardian then collected the affectionate farewells which were her due, and took her leave of them as Parkins tarried to shake hands.

Jamai and Susanna shook hands solemnly with Parkins and presented him the tin of chocolates they had bought for him in memory and gratitude for the many times he had aided them in their plots to visit and shop in unauthorized places. The mile wrinkles around his eyes deepened as he smiled and wished them a safe voyage.

*** 

Back at the school, Parkins stopped in front of the main building and leaned down to speak. "Would you be wanting to stop here, mistress, or go on to quarters?"

"Duty first, Parkins. Stop here. I will write a note to say the young ladies are on their way home. It was indeed prudent of their parents to make proper arrangements for hem to be met and escorted, with such a long journey ahead of them. They will have to take an inland waterway after they arrive in New Orleans, a river called the Mississippi. Quite a long way indeed! But they will be all right with such good planning."

Parkins did not comment, his thought on his employer's all knowing pose he prudently kept to himself. He muttered as he led the horses to the stables. All very well to make plans, but there be tales about the unsettled goins-on where they be heading, and them mere babes to my way of thinkin'. His eyes searched the horizon in the direction of the ship.

And with a bloody civil war not that far behind them over there, them tales might well be more truth than not. Worry sat on his shaggy brows like a bad omen.

*** 

