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THE HURT WAS deeper than he’d ever felt before, an anguish that flooded his body and spirit and left him with little hope of ever again seeing a brighter day. He wanted to run, to take himself far away from this evil place and try to erase it from his conscious memory. He had known his share of pain, and while he made no claim to facing his world with courage he had done so with determination. He had demanded of himself that he always try to do his best and be willing to carry the fight to his last breath. No more. There was nothing left that mattered.  

It had been a little more than a year since the captain brought Jeter to Washington. The inherent excitement of the capital might help him find a path to healing, the captain said. And although neither of them carried great expectations, after the trauma of seeing war up close in the Battle of Paducah, he hoped desperately the captain was right. 

Jeter’s brush with the actual fighting had been brief. Confederate General Nathan Bedford Forrest’s attack on Paducah had come as a surprise and the enemy controlled the city for a time. The small Union force, including the captain’s Illinois infantry company, engaged them sporadically before retreating to safety in Fort Anderson on the city’s west side and calling in fire from Union gunboats on the Ohio River. Both sides suffered heavy casualties and Jeter was splattered with blood when a Rebel marksman’s shot to the head killed one of the captain’s squad leaders. Jeter was not injured, but the shock of being witness to what happened to the man beside him caused a near total collapse of mind and spirit. Nothing in life had prepared him for this.  

Forrest soon pulled his troops out and headed back toward Tennessee, but not until they had stolen all the Union forces’ supplies and horses and mules they could get their hands on. These included the captain’s horse, Queenie, and Jeter’s spirited colt, which he hadn’t named yet but already had become strongly attached to.   

Not long after the battle, the captain received a personal message from General Ulysses S. Grant, who had recently been in Washington and conferred with President Lincoln. The captain had served under Grant in his Cairo command, of course, and apparently his name came up in the general’s talks with the president. Mr. Lincoln had asked that the captain be sent to Washington to be part of his personal staff of military advisors. 

The captain’s enthusiastic reception of his new assignment was enhanced by General Grant’s generous personal endorsement. He admired Grant tremendously and had told Jeter the Cairo commander was destined for a much higher post.

“You are a good man, Captain,” General Grant told him. “You will serve the president well. Go with my best wishes, and Godspeed.”

Jeter had been excited, too. He pictured the nation’s capital as an exciting place, home to important people—those who set the path of the country. In his bitter torment now, he found it hard to believe he had been happy in this place. But he had. The captain’s influence had paved the way, no doubt, but almost from the beginning he had found new purpose here. Before him lay the gateway to a road different from any he had walked before. He had embraced this new direction with all his being and soon slipped into a virtually carefree existence, eagerly looking forward to each new sunrise and almost giddy with anticipation. Good things lay ahead—today, tomorrow, next week, or right now, as soon as he got to the stables. He would work with good people. 

Among them was Jefferson Mackey, one of the stable hands who had been here when the stables burned shortly before the captain was summoned to Washington. Jefferson told him how President Lincoln had to be forcibly restrained from entering the burning building in a fruitless attempt to save the horses and other animals inside. He said the whole Lincoln family was terribly saddened by the loss, and the president no longer had a horse of his own in Washington but still talked frequently about Old Bob, the horse he had left in Springfield.  

It had been clear to Jeter early on that he was not particularly needed in his job at the stables; there was plenty of help there before he came. He asked the captain about this, and the captain said the position was Mr. Lincoln’s idea. His normal activities as the captain’s orderly would have been out of place at best and maybe impossible in the White House. 

Jefferson had picked up on this, too. He said the captain must be very important to the president. It was well known that Mrs. Lincoln was a tyrant when it came to added spending on staff or other things that drew on her household budget. 

Jeter had seen Mr. Lincoln on horseback only a couple of times. Since his own horse had been lost in the fire, the president rode an Army horse the soldiers called “Old Abe.” They pretended this was out of respect for Old Bob, but Jefferson believed it actually was in fun because the horse was somewhat long-legged and gangly, much like their commander in chief. No one disparaged the president’s riding skills, though. He was known to be an excellent horseman who had been in the saddle countless hours over many miles of Illinois prairie as a circuit-riding lawyer.   

Probably because there was no other great need, Jeter had been given principal responsibility for the care of Tad Lincoln’s pony, Jack. He had come to love this gentle animal, which would be waiting and would know him when he arrived. Tad didn’t ride often, but on occasion his father brought him to the stables and per­sonally hoisted him into the saddle. 

“That Tad’s a rounder,” Jefferson told him. “I think he names everything ‘Jack’ for some reason. He even had a turkey he called that.”

“Are you serious? He had a pet turkey?”

“Naw, not a real pet. He saved it from the oven last year, after the president proclaimed a National Day of Thanksgiving and somebody brought it to the White House for the Lincolns’ dinner. Tad begged his daddy not to let it get its head chopped off and Mr. Lincoln was such a softie he gave in.”

Jeter expressed surprise at how much Jefferson knew about the Lincoln family. 

“Well, see, I used to take care of the ponies before the stable fire,” Jefferson explained. “Willie used to ride every day. Sometimes Tad rode Willie’s pony and sometimes Mr. Lincoln came along to watch them ride.”

“Willie?”

“You don’t know about Willie? He was Tad’s older brother who died a couple of years ago. Everybody said Mr. Lincoln just about didn’t recover from his loss.” 

Every morning, on his way to the stables, Jeter would hope this might be a day the president would come. He would have Tad’s pony ready, meticulously groomed, exercised, and fed on a careful schedule. Jack would make him proud.

On those occasions when the president did come, the narrow alley behind the stables was flooded with people. He was accompanied by an entourage of serious men bent on helping their commander manage all those things he had to look after. And a small but swelling crowd of onlookers came, hoping merely to be caught up in the excitement of being near the nation’s leader. Even without his imposing physical stature, Mr. Lincoln could never go unnoticed. There was something about him, an aura of benevolence, a resplendent presence such as emanated from few other men.  

But now the streets of Washington were filled with mourners. Its citizens milled about, aimlessly, as if dazed and unbelieving. Jeter was among them. He was in the midst of an immense crowd of other men and women, but he felt very much alone. 

He wondered who among all the others had been spectators a mere five weeks ago when Mr. Lincoln had been inaugurated for his second term, as he had. In the confusion created by the inaugural commencing indoors because of bad weather and then being moved outside after the sun appeared, he had been able to get ahead of much of the throng. Climbing high on the Capitol steps, he’d managed a standing spot where he could both see and hear Mr. Lincoln as he spoke. 

Addressing the anger and frustration naturally felt by those before him and millions of other Americans after the costly and divisive war, Mr. Lincoln had called for “malice toward none and charity for all” in the binding of the nation’s wounds. He had offered hope to the masses who surely had become hopeless.  

Jeter was passionately optimistic the vision Mr. Lincoln shared with the citizens would come about, and he sensed that all those within hearing of this great man gained confidence that brighter days would come. These included a surprising number of Negro men and women, who had consistently murmured “Bless the Lord” throughout the address. Their voices became a virtual chorus as the president proclaimed it strange that “any men should dare to ask a just God's assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men's faces” and suggested that slavery was an offense worthy of God’s wrath. 

Struggling to hold his place on the Capitol steps, Jeter had to remind himself that the eloquent speaker—the President of the United States about to start a second term in office—was the same man who came to the stables from time to time, who obviously had great affection for and missed Old Bob, his horse, and who never failed to show his appreciation to Jeter and the other stable hands for their good work in caring for Tad’s pony.  

In the coming week Jeter would hear talk about the president meeting with Frederick Douglas in the White House the day after his inauguration. He didn’t know who Frederick Douglas was, but it seemed important to many people.  

One day Mr. Lincoln had singled him out personally as Jack’s primary caretaker and praised him for the high standard he obviously set for himself and perhaps expected of others. And as they stood face to face he had seen in the president’s countenance the weariness of carrying his terrible burden. There was kindness in his eyes, deep-set and penetrating beneath the rugged brow. And that far-away look, giving away a fervent but fading hope that one day peace and unity would come to his war-torn and divided homeland and perhaps an unspoken longing for a time he would know his job was done and he could return to his beloved Illinois prairieland and live out his years in tranquil honor. He still was a young man. 

Might there be visible relief in that homely yet striking face now that the battlefields lay quiet and the Union had survived? Jeter had hoped there would be.  

But he would never know. The assassin’s bullet had ripped the life from this man he had come to admire and respect almost as a deity. He had cried out to the captain, who brought the unbearable word of the shooting at Ford’s Theater, that surely a merciful God above would not let this happen. With so much evil in the world, how could God allow the life of this good man to be stolen away?  

“I’m sorry, boy,” the captain said. “I guess there are mysteries we mere mortals were never meant to understand. It doesn’t matter. The president is dead. As Shakespeare said, ‘hung be the heavens with black.’” 

“But what will we do?” 

The captain shook his head sadly. “I hope time will point the way,” he said. “But for now the city, and I suppose the whole country, is in mourning. Until our grief is spent there’s little point in trying to look ahead.” 

The captain’s personal sorrow was palpable. Jeter remembered that he had been a friend of Mr. Lincoln’s for a good many years, since the two served at the same time in the Illinois legislature. The captain had told him many times how he admired the future president even then, and how proud he was to think he might merit the friendship. He had commented once that few things in life were certain, but among those he was sure of was the trustworthiness of Abraham Lincoln. This was a man who never would betray a friend.  

Given the depth of his own remorse, Jeter could hardly conceive of the hurt the captain must feel. He had come to admire the president from the distance, primarily, while the captain had had a close personal relationship.  

“There will be ceremonies, of course,” the captain said, “and then the president’s mortal remains will be returned to Springfield. I know I will be among those who comprise an Honor Guard for that sad journey. And I want you to come, too.”  

“Yes, please, Captain. I only need somebody to tell me what to do.”  

Now, as he wandered about the city with no real notion where he was going, Jeter noticed things he had been oblivious to before. He was struck by all the work that needed to be done. The new, higher dome on the Capitol was barely finished, and there was a veritable thicket of construction workers’ shacks and empty wagons. Tall, brown weeds—last fall’s goldenrod, once so beautiful—lined the dirt streets. The fetid odor of the City Canal, with its raw sewage and decaying animal carcasses, filled the still night air. 

“Why does anyone who has a choice stay in this rotten place?” he said aloud, almost as if he were angry with himself. 

He walked past such as there was of the Washington Monument, a project that seemed to have been abandoned soon after it was begun. It was no more than a large stone column protruding from the earth with no obvious purpose. He tried to remember what it was supposed to look like and how tall it would be when it was finished. So far as he could tell, no one seemed to know when that might be.

Might there someday be a monument to Mr. Lincoln? He believed the people would demand one. Mr. Lincoln was a man of the people, elected by the people. He had held fast to preserving the Union, even at the ultimate sacrifice. He would not be forgotten. 

It seemed sadly appropriate that so many things had commenced while Mr. Lincoln was president but now, with his passing, waited for a new leader to get them back on track. The nation’s capital had an air almost of non-permanence, like an outpost in the wilderness that would be abandoned as people moved on to new frontiers. This might go unnoticed somewhere west of the Mississippi, but it couldn’t be allowed to happen here.  

Jeter tried to remember the president’s words about “finishing the work we are in,” but realized this referred to the war and reuniting the country. The city would endure, of course, but he didn’t care. This place that once had been the seat of everything good in his life had become abhorrent to him, a place he hated beyond his own rational understanding. This was the place where Mr. Lincoln was murdered; he never would be able to separate the place from the deed.   

There was an eerie silence. No night owls called from the trees and no barking dogs were to be heard. As he neared the Potomac Flats, he saw that things were not as usual. The pastured cattle herd, beef for the Army, was bunched together as if seeking safety in closeness. There were neither visible campfires nor the sounds of voices. Surely the usual collection of homeless war veterans and vagrants of various sort had not gone away. They should be here, in their camps, keeping warm beside their fires. It felt as if the whole world had come to a halt and all life had been put on hold to await the dawning of another age.  

Jeter had an urge to just keep walking. He might gain some measure of relief if he could find himself miles away at sunrise. Direction made no difference. He walked until he was tired and nearly breathless, although even as he neared complete exhaustion he still was fully alert. He had to force himself to stop and rest, sitting on the cold ground with his back against the rough bark of an ancient cottonwood tree. He closed his eyes. He knew he wouldn’t sleep, but he imagined there was something to gain if he could shut out all images of the putrid world around him.  

He sat for what may have been a full hour. While he rested, his mind raced with a sense of urgency until he reluctantly acknowledged he was not in control of his own destiny. “I have to go back,” he said to himself, speaking out loud. “I still have responsibilities and the captain deserves a lot better than to have me just disappear.” One thing that had not changed was his loyalty to the captain. 

He finally stood and, though still not enthusiastic about the choice he’d made, started the long trudge through the dark night back to the stables. After losing his way twice, he eventually reached his destination and felt a small sense of relief. There was comfort in the smell of the animal waste, the hay, the living creatures themselves. This was the single place he might find even limited peace of mind. He would spend the night here and hope to lose himself in sleep. 

Jack stood head-down in his stall, as if in mourning. Some way, Jeter believed, the pony surely sensed the loss. He went in beside the animal. Jack always had reacted physically when he came close, but not this time. The pony didn’t move. Jeter put an arm around the pony’s warm neck and began to cry, softly at first and then in forceful sobs.   
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MASSAC COUNTY JETER knew in his own mind he probably was the last person on God’s green earth ever to have a right even to imagine ending up where he was. He’d had few breaks in life and had come to accept that the most interesting thing about him probably was his name. Fate or fortune or whatever label might be attached to chance was his own best explanation for most of his short life’s story. 

When he was little, his mother had told him he would be the sculptor who carved his own image. She was irritated when he didn’t know what she meant, but patiently explained that she didn’t believe in fate and since he had free choice he would become the man he chose to be. He had taken her words to heart. He promised he would do the right thing and grow into a good man because he wanted to make her proud. In time, though, he had been forced to conclude that his mother was wrong. Sometimes he had been too immature to make the right choices, but looking back on his life he saw too many instances when it was hard to believe all his problems were of his own making. Fate had been kind sometimes, and at other times it had been cruel.

He had loving memories of his mother. He often dreamed he was a boy again, walking with her down their back street in a shabby section of Paducah, clutching her hand and hurrying to keep up. She always was rushed. The rich people paid her to clean their houses, but not much, and she struggled to find enough work to keep food on the table. 

She had a beautiful voice and loved to sing. He encouraged her to sing the fun songs, like “O! Sussanah” and “Old Dan Tucker,” but her favorite was “Nelly Bly.” In his dreams there were nights she was sad and seemed to take comfort in songs like “My Mother’s Bible” and “Blessed Be the Tie That Binds.” Jeter loved hearing these, too. Looking back now, he wondered where she learned the words and tunes. She never went to church and he didn’t remember any other references to religion.  

He never had met his father. As he got older, he accepted the likelihood that no one knew who his father was. It was obvious he had a bit of mixed blood in his veins but this may have reflected nothing more than his maternal heritage. His mother, whom he considered the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, was proud of her ancestry and assured him he was fortunate to have the best of such a mixture. He believed he was part black and he was said to have a grandmother somewhere in Tennessee who was part Cherokee, but he’d never seen her and at times wondered if she even existed. Depending on his mood, he alternately took pride in or felt ashamed of his self-image and hoped for a place in the world where these things didn’t matter. 

Other kids on his street came and went. He never got to know any of them well enough to consider them friends. He liked them all and hated it when they moved away, and they seemed to like him even though they often made fun of his name. Since as far back as he could remember, he most often was simply called “Jeter.” But there were times when his full name came out and he did his best to hide the fact that he was named after a place: Massac County in Illinois, just across the Ohio River from Paducah. His mother told him she just liked the sound of it, especially in front of “Jeter.” And she thought their last name was a French word, but she didn’t know what it meant. 

His mother wanted him to go to school. She always took him at the beginning of the year and insisted he attend regularly. He learned to read and write words that weren’t too hard and decided this was all the education he needed. He would rather spend the hot summer afternoons swimming in the Ohio River. He pushed himself to be a better swimmer, and over time gained the skill and stamina to swim fast and for long distances. 

One day he foolishly decided to prove himself by swimming across the Ohio and about midstream was terrified when he heard a steamboat whistle and saw a large sternwheeler heading straight toward him. It wasn’t as close as it seemed, but from then on he did his swimming parallel to the bank. Even there he sometimes was pushed around by the wake of big boats on the water.

He was welcomed on the river front and in the livery company stables and willingly pitched in to help those men with boats and horses to tend to. It became his habit to be at the stables at the end of the workday, when the drivers brought in the horses, tired and hungry, and encouraged him to take care of the animals. He soon came to feel a connection with the horses. He believed they recognized him and he learned their names and often talked to them as if it were a one-way conversation.  

He found it thrilling to ride on the steamboats that plied the river, and friendly captains sometimes let him come abord and pretend he was steering while they turned their big boats around or moved to a different slip on the docks. This didn’t happen often, though, and many days he sat for hours at a time on the riverbank and watched the Ohio’s busy steamboat traffic and wished he could be aboard. Whether they headed upstream or down, he wondered where they were going, were there passengers, what did they haul?  

Jeter’s mother never caught on to the devious ways he found to avoid school. Although he took no pleasure in deceiving her, he felt little or no remorse. She wanted him to be happy and in his mind he merely had taken the steps essential to making this come to pass. 

He soon would learn, though, that there is no escaping the slings and arrows of fate. His self-satisfaction crashed down around him when he lost his mother to the dreaded typhoid disease that swept Paducah when he was 14. His sorrow was compounded by his guilt, which knew no limits. He didn’t eat and barely slept for three days. A woman his mother had worked for brought food but he hadn’t touched it when she came on the fourth day and was so concerned about him she got him to eat by threatening to call the police. 

At the end of that same week the landlord came and told him rent was due. He had no money, and didn’t find any rummaging through drawers and boxes of his mother’s things. It seemed to him the landlord enjoyed making impossible demands. Jeter went down to the river front hoping to find relief from his debilitating sadness and when he got home all his and his mother’s things had been thrown out into the street and the door was locked. 

Left on his own, Jeter soon learned what a hard life really was.  He stayed in the stables because he had no place else to go. He slept in the hay barn and humbly accepted the meager food offerings brought by the regular stable hands, but often went hungry. He had two pairs of shabby overalls and two shirts and managed to keep them clean by laundering one piece at a time in the water troughs outside the stables.

Although he was hardly aware of it, in his loneliness he began talking to himself. Not constantly, but in times of stress when he would have liked to have someone nearby to offer advice or, at the very least, listen to his troubles. If he had to give himself advice, he was likely to do so verbally. He occasionally realized what he was doing and found it rather funny; this was between him and himself!

“One of these days I’m going to talk back and probably disagree,” he said, deliberately speaking louder than usual. “Now who is going to win an argument between me and me?”

There was a lot of talk about the new president, Abraham Lincoln, and after that what looked to be an inevitable war between the North and the South. Jeter didn’t understand exactly what it was all about. He heard that Kentucky would be neutral and didn’t see that it would affect him one way or another. His biggest worry was the coming of winter. With no warm place to sleep, how would he survive the cold?

Jeter was skeptical when a steamboat captain told him the nuns who ran the big U. S. Navy hospital at Mound City, Illinois, would give him free room and board in exchange for his work there, but he accepted the offer of a ride the few miles down the river and found it was true. He’d never been out of Paducah before. Mound City felt as strange as if it were on another planet. The hospital was the most intimidating building he’d ever been inside. But here was an escape from his desperate situation and he accepted the offer without hesitation. 

The nuns had one of the handymen take the shelves out of a supply closet and put in a narrow bed with a comfortable mattress. He also brought in a small table and chair, and then found an old steamer trunk stowed away somewhere and put it against the wall at the head of the bed for storage space. The room, with its simple but adequate furnishings, was luxurious to Jeter. This was the first time he’d ever had a room of his own. 

There was no light fixture in the room, but he found that if he needed light he could open the door slightly and get enough from the hallway to see what he was about. He didn’t need much; all he did in his room was dress and undress and sleep. He was free to eat in the kitchen anytime and he found the food very much to his liking. There was ham or chicken almost every day and always some kind of pie or cake for dessert. 

The mere realization that he had his own room excited Jeter and sleeping in his own bed led to sweet memories of sleeping with his mother. There had been many cold nights they had to snuggle to stay warm and as he got older he had begun to take pleasure in simply touching her soft body. He could tell she knew what he was doing, but she never complained and never resisted when he pulled himself close against her and pretended it was accidental when he let a hand fall on her breast. 

He had no desire to go back to those early years, though. His desperate existence in the time since left him very grateful for this new place he’d come to.  

It wasn’t long before he found he had a companion. Rusty, the orange tabby cat that had lived on this floor of the hospital for a long while, began jumping on his bed when he slept and soon was a regular roommate. Never having had a pet before, he was surprised by the closeness he developed with the animal. Rusty asked nothing of him except his company and soon began to follow him around as he took care of various tasks in this section of the hospital. Sometimes when his back was turned, Rusty would come up from behind and give him a gentle head butt on a leg. 

One of the sisters said this was a cat’s way of showing affection. She thought the cat’s devotion, regularly demonstrated by the way it followed him around, was worthy of her mentioning almost every day. 

At nighttime, before he went to sleep, Jeter asked himself questions and then played mental games to pass the time. The question one night was, did any human ever love him as much as Rusty did? Yes, his mother. And maybe his grandmother, if he really had one. He couldn’t think of anyone else. He wanted to pull the cat up from the foot of the bed where he was sleeping and smother him with hugs and kisses. Rusty might have gone along with this another time, but not tonight. He gave Jeter good reason to admire the strength of his attitude.  

“Stay strong, my friend,” Jeter told him. “But it’s really not just you against the world. I’m here, too, and we’re pretty much in the same boat.”

The strict order imposed by the nuns who ran the institution offered refuge to Jeter. He never had to worry about what he was expected to do. Sister Anne, who seemed to be in charge most of the time, gave him directions but not orders. She was patient with him and never asked too much. He was astonished to find that not only Union soldiers and sailors were patients here, but also Confederates and even an occasional escaped slave. One day one of the doctors set a broken arm for one of the few remaining full-blooded Shawnee in the area.  

Jeter found the sheer number of wounded almost unbearable. Yes, this was a military hospital. But he was not ready for all the suffering he saw. Nothing in his life had prepared him to see young men losing arms and legs or undergoing abdominal or chest or shoulder surgery after being hit in combat. Many of them came in with infected wounds that left even the nurses ill from the sight. Realizing how many were left dead on the battlefield and never brought to a hospital was all it took for him to understand the real cost of this terrible war in human lives and suffering. How much longer could this go on?

It took Jeter a while to get used to the sight of blood, and even longer to come to grips with his role in helping to haul the bodies of patients who didn’t make it up the long grade to the expanding cemetery developed just for them. The cemetery already was large. Who were these men? Did they have families at home—mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, even children of their own? Were all of them victims of battlefield wounds? After the occasional long afternoons when he had to serve on the burial detail he often lay awake at night, unable to sleep, thinking about these things and wondering what it would be like to actually be in war. He would be willing to fight for the Union cause, as he now understood it, but knew he wasn’t old enough to enlist without parental consent and he had no parents to give permission.

There was a small reward for assignment to the burial duty. The slope above the hospital was home to an array of wildflowers that brought him immense joy. He could never walk through the masses of daisies and black-eyed Susans without thinking how his mother would have loved them. He could see ironweed and goldenrod that were not yet blooming, and rows of multi-colored hollyhocks just behind the hospital were a welcoming sight as he came back down the hill. 

Two men who dug the graves in the cemetery usually ignored Jeter and talked with each other as if he weren’t there. He found them somewhat funny in appearance, one very tall and lanky and the other short and fat, but quickly came to realize he could learn a great deal if he listened to their conversation. They talked about the war, freely declaring opinions on its management—usually negative—and their personal expectations of what lay ahead. Much of their talk centered on General Grant and the new president. 

“I believe Abe Lincoln is a man of the people,” the tall man said one day, just as Jeter arrived with two new bodies. “What I mean by that is, he’s right common. Like us. And you know I seen him a few years back, up in Jonesboro.”

“When he debated Douglas?”

“Yeah. Biggest crowd I’ve ever been in.”

His partner still was skeptical. 

“He can’t be like us till he’d done some grave digging.”

“He has! I’ve heard he mostly dug graves when he was a volunteer in the Black Hawk War up north. Probably thought he was lucky that he got to do that instead of shootin’ Indians.”

“Well, I doubt that. He was a captain. Got up his own outfit of volunteers.”

The other man apparently didn’t know this. He agreed that officers didn’t do that kind of work. And, anyway, if Lincoln was a captain in charge of his own outfit that didn’t make him a man of the people. He wasn’t going to change his mind, though, because he’d seen lots of other reports that showed Lincoln had the common touch. He had been greatly impressed by the man when he saw and listened to him debate Senator Stephen A. Douglas and was not likely to be dissuaded.

When Jeter started work at the hospital, there had been no discussion of his schedule. He was working for room and board, with no pay, so his supervising nurses had no reason to keep track of his hours. The practical result was that he had very little time off. When Sister Anne asked if he would like a free afternoon it took him by surprise.

“I guess I would,” he told her, “but I ain’t sure I have one coming.”

“As best I can tell, you have no formal work schedule,” she said. “I’ve asked about it, but no one seems to know.”

“Nobody ever mentioned it.”

“Well, somebody needs to do something about that! You work hard and I think I’ve seen you here about every day since you started. Tell you what. You just plan to get out of here Saturday afternoon, and I’ll make sure that’s not a problem.”

Saturday was still two days away, giving Jeter time to think about what he might do. When he’d been up the hill burying men in the cemetery he had wondered what else went on along the river front, where he could see there was a great deal of activity. And always lots of boats. He hadn’t been on a boat since he rode the steamship to Mound City from Paducah. This gave him plenty of ideas about how he’d spend his upcoming time off. 

When he got down to the river front on Saturday afternoon, he was intrigued by what he saw. River boats of the kind he was so familiar with were being clad in sheets of metal and converted to gunboats. He stood and watched until one of the workmen noticed him.

“You got any business down here, boy?” the man asked gruffly.

“I just wanted to see. I mean—”

“Where’d you come from?”

“I work in the hospital, and Sister Anne let me take a little time off.”

The workman’s demeanor softened. He even had a bit of a smile on his face. 

“The hospital, eh? Well, you’re okay then. Just wanted to make sure you wasn’t no Rebel spy or something. Want to come on over and get a closer look?”

By the time he headed back to the Navy hospital, Jeter had a clear idea of what was going on. The workman said General Grant was a military genius who understood that control of the rivers—especially the Mississippi—was essential to winning the war against the Confederacy. The iron-clad boats would help Union forces gain that control. There was a well-organized system of getting the boats converted in a short period of time. The workman was confident the Mississippi, Ohio, and Tennessee rivers would be controlled by the Union Navy in short order.

There was something else Jeter wanted to do. Instead of going straight back to the hospital, he went behind it and followed the path up the slope he had taken several times now pushing a body cart to the cemetery. He stopped in a lush patch of daisies and picked handfuls of those with the longest stems for Sister Anne. 

“I hope she likes flowers like Mama did,” he said aloud to himself as he headed back down the slope. He was sure she would be pleased, but doubted she’d be excited the way his mother had. 

When he got back inside the hospital it took him a few minutes to find Sister Anne. She was not on the floor where he expected her to be, but soon came down the stairs. He didn’t say anything, but walked up to her and handed her the daisies. Sister Anne rewarded him with her widest smile, then suddenly reached out and pulled him to her in a tight hug. She kissed him on the forehead and he saw there were tears in her eyes.  

That single afternoon affected Jeter’s outlook in two important ways. First, he was happier to be in the hospital now that he’d seen the more personal side of Sister Anne. He had been grateful for the opportunity to earn his keep and had respected Sister Anne for her ability to manage so many things going on at once. Now, he had tender feelings for her and saw her love for the patients and wanted to do everything he could to help. He would work even harder. 

The other change would have been more obvious if there had been anyone watching his behavior closely. He was proud the workman had trusted him and let him see clearly what was going on. He had been treated like an adult! And this realization affected his attitude toward others. Instead of going about his duties for hours without speaking to anyone, he began to ask the nurses what they needed for
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