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  To anyone who's ever been told you're too much.

(You're not.) 

(You're exactly the right amount.)








  
  Author's Note


A Right Honorable Soldier takes place in Minnesota in 1861, at the start of the US Civil War. The next year, the US-Dakota War ravages southern Minnesota, including New Ulm. The systemic dispossession of the Dakota and Ojibwe in Minnesota is not at the center of this story, but it is part of the characters’ context. However, the characters are limited by their perspectives and privileges. As European settler colonists, both of the main characters take for granted the land they stand on and they haven’t given much thought as to where it came from or what it cost. 
The US-Dakota War is a wound that still hasn’t healed in Minnesota. Many Dakota people still live on reservations in Nebraska and South Dakota to this day. Their exile is still on the books as legal state statute, and their treaties are still abrogated. It’s a violent and horrific event and the way we tell its story still hurts. It’s far past time the US-Dakota War narrative centered on Dakota voices, and therefore, it’s not a part of this Euro-centric story. However, I want to ensure readers understand that this story takes place on stolen land and I encourage you to watch the Dakota 38 documentary to learn more. 
Furthermore, slavery plays a dominant role in the war our main characters participate in as soldiers. Abolition and a great deal of political rhetoric drives our main characters. However, they are both white and free and their perspectives are limited by those privileges. The literary world doesn’t need anymore privileged white ladies making tragic romances out of what they imagine it might be like to be a person of color (hear that, Harriet Beecher Stowe?). I invite you to seek out stories written by Black and Indigenous authors. I can highly recommend historical romances by Alyssa Cole and Beverly Jenkins to start. 
Your obt. srvt,
Mrs. Jane Hadley






  
  Prologue


St. Anthony, Minnesota
Sunday, July 14, 1861



“Truly I cannot fathom what is the point of forcing a commitment to three years service.” 
For Mrs. Greenleaf’s boarders, Sunday dinner was once again going to be a political lecture served by Mr. Richard Ellis, newly appointed law clerk to the mayor of St. Anthony and notorious pedant. Cate Ellis, his reluctant wedded wife, sat to his left at the table and kicked herself for mentioning the news item in the first place. Well, actually she’d done more than mention—she’d exclaimed, really rather woefully, that the Second Regiment was almost full now that Company H had mustered in. It was both flummoxing and distressing to have to sit idly by and watch as the regiment recruited at such a slow pace. When she’d first seen the call, only two months after her wedding to Richard, she’d thought it would fill in a matter of days, just as the First Regiment had. She supposed three years was a much bigger commitment than the three months called for in April, but Cate Ellis, apparently unlike the men of Minnesota, had no compunction about the idea of signing away three years of her life to Lincoln, especially if it could provide three years away from her dear husband. Trouble was, women weren’t wanted. 
“Three years?" Richard continued. "What will all of the farms do without their workforce for three years? How will the shops maintain their business? How will trade continue? For all the urgency this war requires, and to be very clear, I am in no way for allowing the rebels to simply leave and create their own little country, but I can’t help but wonder what could compel the top brass to arrive on such an outrageous request.”
Richard’s thoughts were greeted with silence. One of the boarders, middle-aged painter Mr. Hailey, rhythmically shoveled roast chicken into his mouth, content to let Richard sit to his left, which just happened to be the ear he was deaf in. Mr. Vawter had done his best to feign ignorance of the English language in Richard’s presence, pretending he was French Canadian when all of the boarders knew full well the bank clerk was from Indiana. It was Mr. Plemer, however, who drew Cate’s eyes. The mill clerk in his mid-twenties was certainly not a chore to look at, but of more interest, he had the shortest rope for Richard’s nonsense and could be relied upon to resist the convoluted and uninformed arguments Richard loved to practice on his captive audience. 
“Perhaps,” Mr. Plemer muttered, “it could be due to the fact that eleven states have decided to start their own country formed on the cornerstone of enslaving human beings?” 
Oh, perfectly put. Cate couldn’t have said it better herself. She gripped the edge of the table and looked eagerly toward her husband in hopes of seeing him chastened. 
No such luck, unfortunately. Mr. Plemer’s aside had either not been heard or went simply unacknowledged, because Richard charged forth. “I can’t imagine this war will go on for more than a matter of months. When the Southern states see that we will not stand for a dissolution of the Union, they will quit blustering and compromise, as they have done for the past fifty years. That is, of course, the beauty of a republic.” 
Cate wrinkled her nose and tried to pretend she had any sort of appetite for her dinner. Richard had no idea what sort of threat the country faced. It could be the end of the nation, and the death of justice for millions of enslaved people across the South. Cate couldn’t think of one reason a fellow should hesitate to enlist, with so much on the line and such moral imperatives to fight for. She’d known Richard for nearly a year now, and she’d done her very best to expose him to a multitude of abolitionist books and newspapers. When she first met him, she thought his many opinions would make him a worthy partner in political discourse. By now she had learned that Richard had no interest in deliberation with anyone, much less his wife. He was only interested in the sound of his own voice. 
“Perhaps what is needed is a few more states to join the Union as slave states,” Richard pondered, thinking aloud. “If those places voted for slavery of their own self determination, then surely the South would feel less threatened.” 
Cate swallowed around a tightness in her throat and looked desperately toward Mr. Plemer. He would not stand for such ignorant Free Soiler talk. He was friends with W.D. Babbitt, for goodness sake. Mr. Plemer met her gaze with a frown, like he felt sorry for her. As well he should. She’d shackled herself to a man who had made it clear by this point that he would never share her staunch views on abolition. Not that there had been a line of other abolitionist gentlemen willing to offer, but still. Richard left much to be desired.
Sometimes Cate liked to spend the long tedious dinners imagining what life might have been like if she’d married Mr. Plemer instead. He was fairly handsome in a pink-cheeked way and dressed quite appealingly in dashing frock coats and colorful, sloppily-tied cravats (although his breath left much to be desired). He had a short temper and enjoyed debating politics when he’d had a bit to drink, which would be good fun if Richard didn’t interrupt Cate every time she made an attempt to respond. But apparently even Mr. Plemer had learned that the best way to quickly end Richard’s abhorrent political lectures was to not engage.
It seemed Cate would be the only one left in the service to righteousness this evening. 
“The South is not so easily placated,” she said sharply, annoyed she was left to do this in the first place. What was the point of politically engaged men if they weren’t going to speak up in defense of justice? Was it not their job to exercise the rights of citizenship denied to women on their behalf? “Their secession declarations made it very clear that the election of Lincoln is considered an act of aggression on the institution of slavery. They have rallied widespread support for their white supremacist revolution.”
Richard gave a long sigh. Actually, so did a couple of the other boarders. Mrs. Greenleaf, seated at the opposite end of the table from Richard, actually put her head into her hand. 
“My beloved, have you been reading those conspiracy rags again?” 
Cate scowled and glanced at Mr. Plemer again. He gave her a minute shake of his head. Why? Why the hell did everyone want her to just give up? 
“No,” Cate groused, slumping back into her chair. “Just the Pioneer and Democrat.” 
Richard raised his brow at her. “All of the papers these days are just sensational headlines trying to draw you in to take your pennies. I hope you will exercise more discerning judgment in the future.” 
Cate rolled her eyes. She didn’t care who saw it, she didn’t care if she appeared petulant and childish. She could not stand to pretend she cared what this highfalutin horse’s ass had to say. 
Mrs. Greenleaf seized upon the brief pause by standing abruptly. “Mrs. Ellis, could I trouble you for some help with dessert?” 
Cate scowled at her, unabashedly, then glanced at Mr. Plemer, then Richard, then Mr. Plemer again. Deal with him, she thought at him. Deal with him because apparently, I am not permitted to. 
“Of course,” she bit out and pushed her chair out from behind her with a clatter as she stood. Then she stalked down the line of the table and followed Mrs. Greenleaf into the kitchen. 
⸻

Cate had one surefire way of getting Richard to shut up. And that was getting him to screw her. 
It wasn’t awful. It wasn’t even really bad. Certainly, it would be better with a less self-absorbed partner, both because he’d be more appealing and because he would surely be more interested in mutual pleasure, but the act in itself was quite nice. Cate enjoyed feeling stretched and full, delighted in how her sex swelled with arousal for this rude, indulgent act. She had to admit that she was pleased to have an aspect of wifery that she enjoyed. It was a blessing, in its way, and a relief. 
Cate had a running reel of things she thought about during copulation with her husband. She squeezed her eyes closed and entertained fantasies that she was married to other men, like Mr. Plemer or Richard’s new employer, the mayor of St. Anthony. They didn’t give her a second glance in real life, as well they wouldn’t because the nicest word anyone could come up with to describe Cate’s looks was “handsome.” Men didn’t want a handsome woman. That was a word they used to describe horses or hogs. So Cate was quite sure there was nothing wrong with fantasizing about other men while her husband fucked her, because there was no chance that anything would come of it. 
Her favorite fantasy was one where Mr. Plemer caught her up in some part of the boarding house—the kitchen would be quite fun—and got into heated debate with her about how abhorrent her husband was. He’d implore her to do more to improve him, then turn it around to assert how she was wasted on Richard as a helpmeet, and finally, angrily assert that he would please her better. And then he would prove it. Against the wall, or perhaps over the work table. 
These thoughts made Cate’s toes curl and her breath short. Sometimes, she’d squeeze her sex around Richard’s prick, which felt remarkably good. Richard’s equipment was the very epitome of the word prick; it was long and slender just like him, and by this point in their marriage, it pierced her in a lovely way that didn’t hurt at all. Of course, sometimes there was discomfort if he did it unceremoniously, but Richard usually liked to kiss on her first and that helped her body ready itself for him (as long as he didn’t talk). 
Cate kept her eyes squeezed shut, and as Richard’s voice began to grunt and sigh, she wondered what types of sounds Mr. Plemer would make. Whether he’d be quiet or noisy, what kinds of faces he would make. Would he say obscene things? She tried a quiet sound herself as Richard rocked her against the mattress. She couldn’t be too active or eager or she’d offend Richard’s sensibilities. She’d tried to get him on his back once, to ride him, and he’d nearly gone apoplectic at the display of assertion. Apparently, he was not interested in her initiative in any facet of their marriage. 
Richard did not seem averse to her sound, so Cate tried another one, one she voiced as she thrust back on his prick and pulled up on her groin muscles to really feel him slide inside her. Richard gave a short, choked shout and gripped the bedstead as he bucked faster. God, yes, that was it. It was working. She could feel the edges of a climax sneaking toward her. She held her hips at the angle, ground down as she reached for the sensation, quick, before he—
Before he shuddered over her with a choked sob, and she felt wet heat swell inside her and start to slip out along with his softening prick. 
She hated this part. Well, hated it and loved it. It felt good, and Cate was grateful she’d never have to admit how much she liked the evidence of pleasure, something she’d earned and made her feel desired. But every time he did that, she ran the risk of getting with child. Bearing Richard’s progeny, contrary to the advice of many other women including both Mrs. Greenleaf and Cate’s stepmother, would be the final nail in the coffin of Cate’s life. Once there was a child, she could never leave. 
Richard collapsed at her side with a satisfied sigh, rolled over, and was snoring within minutes. Cate waited, carefully trying not to move too much, until she was sure he was sleeping. Then, she slipped out of the bed and crept across the creaky floorboards to the dresser, where the ewer and basin were. She could feel the wet slide of seed dripping down her leg as she dug deep in her drawer for the alum and water solution she’d acquired at the discreet pharmacy across the river. 
She performed her ablutions quickly and quietly. It was not an elegant or comfortable ritual, but so far it had done the job of keeping her monthly courses regular. Cate knew she gambled a lot on the efficacy of this process, but she felt hopeful that between the sponge soaked in the liquid she’d inserted before Richard came to bed and the washing with it afterward, she would manage to keep herself safe. 
“What are you doing?” 
Cate froze with the basin awkwardly between her legs, her nightrail hitched up to her waist. It was dark in the room, but the Great Comet still lit up the night sky, and her rear end was probably glowing in the dim light that came through the window. “Just washing up. Sorry to wake you.” 
“You didn’t,” Richard replied, the thickness of his voice belying him. “Why are you washing?” 
Cate gritted her teeth and hastily finished what she was doing (caught or not, she wasn’t going to leave the job half-done and end up with a fat baby come springtime). “Because I like to be clean before I sleep.” 
“Is there something unclean about what I just did?” 
“No,” Cate said with a roll of her eyes she was certain would go undetected in the dark room. “It was just dripping down my leg, and I needed to clean it up.” Perhaps if she pushed him into discomfort, he’d leave her the hell alone.
She was fairly certain it worked given the long silence that followed. Then, the bedclothes rustled, and Richard walked over to her, ghostly in his own nightgown. Cate awkwardly replaced the basin on the dresser and dropped her nightrail to preserve her modesty. Her breath caught in her throat as he picked up the alum and water solution and inspected the unlabeled bottle. 
“What’s this for?” 
“Soap.” 
Richard unstopped the bottle and took a sniff. He looked up at her sharply, and she felt his eyes bore into her as he said, quite mildly, “Is this why you haven’t conceived a child yet?” 
Cate couldn’t think of anything to say. She was still and quiet, and she knew that her lack of response said as much as it would if she’d audaciously agreed with him, but she couldn’t bring herself to say she wanted a baby when that couldn’t be further from the truth. 
Richard made a frustrated noise. “Cate. I understand you are spirited—it’s something that drew me to you when we first met—but you cannot behave this way. The purpose of marriage is to have a family. If you did not want to have a family, why entertain and accept my suit in the first place?” He sounded exasperated, hurt even. Like he really thought she’d had a choice, and chosen him. 
Cate should apologize. It would be the quickest way out of this, the quickest way to get him back to sleep. After all, her body was no business of his, regardless of whether or not he thought it was. Lying to him was a means to keep him at an appropriate distance, but she couldn’t find the words to speak. Something had her by the throat, and she gripped her fists tight to keep her hands from trembling. 
“I think we can both agree I tolerate a great deal from you,” Richard continued. She wasn’t sure what sort of story he was telling himself to explain her silence, but it did not appear to be a favorable one. “There are a lot of men who would take a much harsher tack. But I love you, Cate. I do. I’m not sure what I can do to convince you of it, but it’s true nonetheless. And I want to have a family with you.” 
Cate’s eyes pricked with tears. What a horrid thing to say, after all that he’d done to contort her into the shape of the woman he desired her to be. And yet, she also felt ashamed. Indeed, to her, he was nothing more than an obstacle to contend with. She’d cast him as the villain of all the oppressions she’d experienced throughout her life, but he’d truly done nothing more than to love her the best way he knew how. 
“I think you owe me that much, at least,” Richard finished with a shake of his head. 
Cate couldn’t help but choke a little on her inhale. At some point, she’d crossed her arms over her body and gripped her elbows. Richard went to the open window and unstoppered the bottle of alum and water solution, pouring it out into the yard below. 
“Are you just going to stand there? Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?”
“I … I’m sorry,” Cate managed, the words sour and metallic on her tongue. 
“And…?” 
“And what?” 
Richard threw his hands up. “And what? And what? Maybe, ‘and I want to have a family with you, too.’ Or even just ‘I love you.’ Truly, do you detest me that much? I thought you wanted a life with me, but I can see now that all you wanted was out from under your father’s thumb.” 
Oh, God. He was right. He was right about everything. She detested him. She couldn’t be his wife. She couldn’t have his children. Without her precautions, even sex would be fraught, a mildly pleasurable stop on the slow demise of her personhood. She didn’t know what the hell she wanted, but she damn well knew it wasn’t this. That had been clear for months. 
Cate squeezed herself tighter and searched the room with her eyes, looking anywhere except at Richard. “It’s late,” she said at length. “We’re both tired. Let’s talk about this in the morning.” 
Richard scowled at her as he crossed to the bed and flung the counterpane down. “I’m not being absurd. I shan’t be made to feel like I am the one who is behaving irrationally.” 
“Of course not,” she murmured automatically. Dear God. She was already becoming a shade of a woman, held together by duties and other people’s notions of who she was supposed to be. 
“Get in the bed, you exasperating woman,” Richard snapped as he laid down and pulled the blankets over his head. 
“I just need to visit the privy,” Cate murmured as she shuffled out of the room. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t get into bed with him. If he wanted to escort her, if his trust was that eroded, then fine. But she would not under any circumstances give him another opportunity to touch her. 
Richard didn’t follow her. It was warm outside, the Great Comet illuminating the yard with an eerie dark light. It was a reminder that they lived in extraordinary times. Even the celestial bodies were exhibiting warning signs that the world was amiss. A great flood or pestilence was probably next if they didn’t pay heed. There was no room in the world for subjugation, for injustice, for silence. Cate stood in the yard in her nightrail and wished for a moment that the comet would just fall from the sky and end her. What good could she do anyway, stuck in the body of a wife and mother? The world couldn’t wait while she taught her sons how to make change when they became adults. She couldn’t wait for that. 
It was no one’s fault but her own. Or it was everyone else’s fault, and she was just fool enough to have listened to them. If she’d listened to herself, done what she’d known was right, she would never have married Richard in the first place. She would have gone on, taking care of her father and his family, exercising what little freedom that had afforded her. 
No. None of it was right. She could not blame herself for taking a gamble on Richard.
Perhaps the trouble was that she had not gambled high enough stakes. She looked up at the comet again and allowed herself, for just a moment, to dream bigger. More than a marriage, more than the boarding house, beyond men or jobs or spinsterhood. And looking up into the night sky, Cate experienced clarity, for the first time in over a year. Perhaps the first time in her adult life. 
She knew what she had to do. She’d always known. She just could never have believed it possible, until now when she had nothing left to lose. 
⸻








  
  I


 Chicago, Illinois
Wednesday, October 16, 1861 



Three months later, Cate stood in the exact same place where Abraham Lincoln had been nominated for president at the 1860 Republican National Convention, wearing her uniform of Union blue. Shed of skirts and long hair and her husband’s name, she was a foot soldier for justice called Charley Smith. She had absolutely no regrets. 
Except for the fact that the Wigwam, the temporary building where the entire Second Minnesota Regiment was quartered for the night, had no privies. 
They’d marched out of St. Paul with people waving flags and cheering only two days prior. Then, the steamship puffed them down the Mississippi to La Crosse and from there, an uncomfortable, densely-packed train ride landed them in the city of Chicago. Now they were in the finest temporary meeting hall plaster could make, and there was nowhere for her to relieve herself at all, much less to do it privately.
“Where the hell do they expect a thousand men to do their business after a long train ride in a place like this?” she raged, as the rest of her squad stood uncomfortably. Cate was notorious amongst her squad for her short temper, which was accepted with begrudging good humor because young men, unlike women of any age, were assumed to be passionate and volatile as a matter of course. 
“I’m sure there’s one nearby,” Henry Schaefer suggested placatingly in his soft German accent. 
Cate turned an annoyed brow at him, not because she was upset by the prospect of a privy nearby, but because she hated that his first urge was to try and placate her. Henry was the only one in the squad who knew Cate’s secret, and had done a spectacularly poor job of discovering it, too. He’d watched her for weeks and concluded that she was a spy, for Chrissakes, before it even occurred to him that she was a woman. It was only after cornering her and threatening to reveal her clandestine treason that she exchanged her actual secret for his silence. It was a silence that had rapidly grown into something much more pleasurable, especially when the Third Regiment mustered and the Second had been relegated to small, two-person tents while they finished their basic training. 
Henry placed his hand discreetly on her shoulder in a stark reminder that it had been three whole days since they’d had the liberty to touch one another. It was jarring enough that she shrugged him off tersely, though whether it was because she didn’t want anyone to catch him being too familiar or because she missed him terribly, she could not say. 
Jacob Robinson, another member of their squad, snorted. “And I’m sure that whatever poor Chicagoans who usually frequent that privy will be delighted to find a thousand men’s worth of waste suddenly stewing in their pit.” 
“It occurs to me that perhaps the men leading this outfit did not consider that the eight hundred men they needed to find shelter for might also need to relieve themselves at some point,” Tom Webster added, his mutton chops hovering somewhere between amusement and sarcastic disdain. 
Cate found none of this amusing in the slightest. At that moment, Sergeant Ned Osborn approached, and she turned her full ire on him. “Sir, are you aware that in this entire massive place, there are no facilities for our certain convenience?”
Osborn sighed as he joined them. “Yes, I’m aware, and I’m afraid to report that it’s actually rather more inconvenient than that. We are under strict orders to remain within the building until we are marched out again under arms.”
The entire squad squawked with outrage. Cate’s mouth flapped with a thousand angry expletives and counted herself lucky that none of them managed to get out. 
“Whose orders?!” Webster snapped and everyone looked sharply at him, having never seen the normally easygoing father in a temper before. Especially not directed at his childhood friend.
“Command, I expect,” Osborn said with a shrug, relatively nonplussed. It seemed that unlike the rest of them, he’d had previous experience with Webster’s temper and found its intimidation wanting. “I understand that previous regiments housed here got into some trouble conducting themselves poorly in saloons and other … uh, disreputable places …  It looks as though we are the unfortunate bearers of their legacy.” 
Corporal Elias Hower threw up his hands and shook his head as he walked off. 
“Where’s he going?” asked John Williamson, his youthful eyes wide and curious and completely unaware of how redundant his question was, given they were not allowed to leave the building. If Cate had to guess, she’d expect Hower, a man with a superior manner and a penchant for gossip, was singularly determined to get all the information Osborn lacked. She shook her head and crossed her arms, leveling a firm stare at Osborn.
“Sir, this is unacceptable,” she asserted. “We are soldiers of these United States, having just given up hearth and home to fight for this union. We are not cattle to be herded into a pen where we trod among our own filth.” 
“I hear you,” Osborn sighed. “I will do what I can with the Captain.” 
Osborn walked off, mustache at a slight droop. Cate shook her head again. 
“This is what happens,” she declared to the remaining six members of her squad, “when the general promotes his friends to Command.” 
The boys settled on the packed dirt floor as many other squads had done across the vast chamber, and Wilbur Krüger inevitably pulled some playing cards out of his pocket to pass the time. They looked like shabby calling cards in his huge hands. Cate remained standing, trying to keep her anger stoked as they waited for some word from Command about their situation. The longer she waited, the more her anger ebbed, pushed aside by a larger and more present fear. 
She’d been dealing with her monthly blood for days now, pinning her sanitary napkins into her uniform trousers carefully and then disposing of them because she had nowhere to clean or store them. She could only hope she’d have a chance to acquire materials for the next month on stops along the way to the front. She’d done all manner of mad things to acquire the ones she was now having to dispose of, including stealing clean diapers off a laundry line. The news that there would be no sanctuary for her to change out her soiled napkin here in Chicago was, to say the least, unwelcome. 
Cate deepened her frown. What fool’s college chum had designed these uniforms to have light blue trousers? Surely the blood and muck from battle would show most terribly. The fact that the color would also not hide her own secrets was beside the point. 
A little while later, Osborn returned with a hopeful expression. Cate perked immediately to attention and the others got to their feet, holding their cards aside. 
“The Colonel has allowed for us to march out under arms, company by company, to give us some exercise and attend to … various needs.”
“When?” Cate asked at once, talking over several other of the squad’s half-formed questions. 
“After supper,” Osborn replied with a measured nod. Cate scowled. She felt a nudge at her shoulder and turned her scowl on Schaefer. 
“That’s good news,” Henry murmured optimistically. Cate screwed her mouth closed. She wanted to take her anger out on him, but she also didn’t want him to know why she was so worked up.
“What are they going to do to prevent a foolish mistake like this from happening again, Ned?” Webster asked Osborn curtly. Williamson looked at Webster with startled eyes for calling his superior officer by his Christian name. 
“I’m not privy to that information,” Osborn said and frowned as Williamson barked a laugh at the unfortunate and unintended pun. 
“It’s scarcely better,” Cate hissed aside to Henry loud enough only for him to hear. 
“Well, no impropriety intended, but can’t you hold it for an hour or two more?” Henry whispered in incredulous reply.
“No, because I cannot physically hold my menses, Henry,” Cate snarled under her breath and immediately regretted it. It would not do at all for the man whose thighs made her mouth water to know the extent to which her stupid body was making her soldier existence summarily miserable. To her credit, Henry looked about as mortified as she felt. Her eyes darted to the side to determine if anyone had heard her, but it appeared the rest of the squad was still embroiled in interrogating their sergeant. Her temper was making her stupid. She took a deep breath in. 
“When’s supper then?” Krüger asked. The big German required several buckets full of soldier’s stew a day to sustain himself. 
“Ah, in this we are in luck. You are all to get lined up for rations presently,” Osborn said, apparently relieved to deliver some good news. “I’m not sure how they want us to stand in ranks, but the space is large enough that it should be fairly self-explanatory.”
It was not self-explanatory, and the captains fumbled and clashed amongst themselves to resolve the ranks in an orderly fashion. Finally, Colonel Van Cleve intervened and directed them all to their own place. The quartermaster then walked amongst them and distributed rations. 
Cate blinked down the line as she saw Squad Six given a rasher of pork, a paltry spoonful of beans, and coffee. Robinson, Hower, and Schaefer craned around her to get a look too. 
“It’s pork and beans,” Hower reported. A chorus of grumbles amongst their own squad, as well as the Hastings and St. Cloud boys, resounded. 
“We’re not even in the field yet!” Robinson lamented. “We’re in the middle of a metropolis. Is there seriously no better rations to be found here?” 
Osborn sighed and held out his tin plate and cup patiently, trying to be a model for his squad. Cate opted to stare daggers at the quartermaster as she begrudgingly held her plate and cup ready for her ration. As Webster accepted his, he hissed, “This is outrageous.” 
“It almost makes me wish we were back at the Fort eating that awful stew again,” Henry said, frowning at his portion.
“Well, get used to it, boys,” Osborn said somewhat sarcastically. “There will be more where this comes from for your haversacks in the morning.” 
The squad grumbled as Captain Noah commanded them all at ease, and they regrouped near the far wall to eat and complain. Despite their grumblings, they made quick work of the ration and were soon wiping their plates as best they could to store in their haversacks. In short order, the Captain rounded up Company K and moved them through the School of the Soldier until they were ready to march under arms to relieve themselves. Cate thought she might develop a headache from the frequency she felt compelled to roll her eyes.
They marched out of the building, an elaborate contradiction in architectural grandeur and temporary building materials. The streets bustled with horses, carriages, and pedestrians, and they soon had a throng of passersby turned spectators as they paraded into the street, stopping traffic. 
“Come one, come all,” Elias Hower intoned, only loud enough for those in his squad to hear. “See the great Minnesota Second Infantry Volunteers, on parade to the privy!”
“Hower,” Osborn warned. 
“I hope the Captain knows where we’re going, lest we spend the next thirty minutes marching circles around the city,” Webster grumbled. 
Cate agreed. She also hoped, so hard it hurt, that wherever they were bound would have some semblance of privacy. She was terrified of what might happen if any comrades were to discover her not only with her trousers down, but otherwise soiled as only a woman could be. Captain Noah and Lieutenant Thomas led the troops in formation round Market Street, following the stinking Chicago River round toward where it drained into Lake Michigan. As they marched, the Captain discreetly dismissed squads one at a time to detach and slip off to relieve themselves. 
When the Captain directed Squad Seven to detach, Osborn led them between two large shipping warehouses towering on the edge of the river. The area had been so developed that the river had no discernable bank left, brick meeting dock and dock meeting river as though the city were built up directly out of the foul, churning water. Built on a platform of dock was a privy shack, presumably with holes open directly into the river, and it was no wonder why the river water was so disgusting as it flowed sluggishly toward bright blue Lake Michigan. 
Cate hung back as the others opened the privy door and looked in at a row of four holes in a bench seat. The fellows entered, while Krüger and Webster took the liberty of unbuttoning their trousers and emptying their bladders directly off the dock, in full view of the sailors floating by on big-sailed boats. Cate dithered. Osborn came out, followed by Williamson and Robinson. Hower was still in there as Henry walked toward the door, glancing over his shoulder at her. She grimaced. This was not the kind of intimacy she wanted with any man. If her secret wasn’t held in the balance, Henry would be the last person she would want to relieve herself in front of. She dithered some more. 
Osborn gave her an impatient look as Krüger and Webster gathered back together with Williamson and Robinson. She tripped forward toward the privy door. Hower emerged. Just Henry was in there now. She wondered how slowly she could walk toward the privy before she would attract undue attention. 
“Hey, Smith,” snorted Hower. “You scared you’re gonna fall in?” 
Williamson honked a laugh. “After the sinks at the Fort, this one is easy breezy. At least here you won’t have too far to fall.” The sinks at Fort Snelling had been propped up on a scaffold at the top of a cliff. Waste fell nearly a hundred feet before it was swept away by the Mississippi River. 
“Yes well, at least at the Fort, there was a good chance that the fall would put you out of your misery before you fell into an army’s worth of human waste,” Cate retorted and stepped resolutely to the door of the privy, swinging the door in. As she entered, she nearly ran into Henry. 
“Huh, fancy meeting you here,” he said, his voice playful and quiet enough that only she could hear him. 
“Do not. Get out,” she commanded, shoving past him and ducking her face, which was beet red by this point she was so embarrassed and terrified. He shut his mouth and raised his eyebrows as he hustled out the door that she slammed behind him. 
She was relieved to find a long nail bent to fashion a hook that she promptly threaded through its loop to hold the door shut. She took a deep breath in to steady herself, then immediately regretted it, gagging on the stinking air. In spite of the stench, she wondered if she might manage to disappear here and never show her face among humans again. 
⸻








  
  II


Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
Friday, October 18, 1861


Henry Schaefer regarded the food before him with eyes as wide as saucers. A large vase of flowers adorned long tables arranged in rows in the Duquesne Grays’ Hall. Throughout the room, the Minnesota Second Infantry Regiment was being served by young, patriotic ladies of Pittsburgh in their finest dresses. Between the tables buckling under the weight of sweetbreads and roast goose and aspics of all varieties, and the lovely ladies sweetly offering refreshment, the men were beside themselves with delight. Except for Charley Smith, of course. Charley sat beside him and only managed to look extremely sullen. 
To be fair to her, she’d been through somewhat of an ordeal since their departure for the front. Every step of the way, from the boat to the train to the Wigwam to the train again, had been utterly devoid of privacy. She took it in irate stride, and luckily the others didn’t seem to assume anything amiss other than that Smith was rather overly modest for someone who swore so much. 
Henry was feeling the pressure too, but for entirely different and admittedly selfish reasons. He’d also become accustomed to privacy, and with loutish comrades trundling around everywhere he looked, he’d scarcely had a chance to exchange significant glances with Charley, much less anything close to physical touch. And he missed it. He missed her. 
Unfortunately, with the constant barrage of people, Charley had unilaterally locked herself up inside of her prickly Smith persona and become utterly insufferable. 
“Smith, are you gonna eat that?” Williamson asked, his eyes covetously on the flank of roast goose left on Smith’s plate. 
“Yes,” Smith retorted from under her petulant brow. Henry tried to hold back a sigh of annoyance as he tried to get a piece of aspic to stay on his fork. The flavor of the peas and gravy suspended in gelatin was rich and delicious, although the texture was still very much an aspic. 
“Excuse me, miss,” Elias said ingratiatingly over his shoulder. The young woman in question slowed and smiled widely at them all in turn. Her hair was dark and sleek, parted at the center and wound demurely at the nape of her neck. Henry wondered if Charley had set her hair in such a way before cutting it, although with her curls it certainly would not have laid so straight. “Could I trouble you for some more roast goose?” 
The girl looked at Hower with doe eyes, like one might regard a stray dog or some other pitiful creature that one longed to care for. 
“I’ll see what I can do,” she replied, her voice light and reedy and wonderfully effeminate. It reminded Henry of how Charley had sounded in the brewer’s warehouse last week, voice light and reedy and gasping for more. He squirmed in his seat, trying to hide his little secret smile as he nudged Charley’s knee with his own under the table. To his chagrin, she flinched away from him. It was woefully unfair that after a week of consistent carnal satisfaction, Henry should be left in the same condition he’d been in for years prior, but also markedly less capable of bearing it. He supposed it was more difficult when he knew what he was missing. 
“I wonder if there will be dancing after dinner,” Jacob asked with a grin, watching the girl depart with an appreciative gaze.
“I should think you were too busy missing your wife to worry about that,” Smith drawled.
Jacob glared at him and rolled his eyes. “I’m married, I’m not dead. Besides, after that dreary night in Chicago, we deserve a little bit of fun.” 
Henry added his voice to the murmur of agreement before they fell into a companionable silence, each too focused on shoveling the excellent fare into his mouth to say much more. 
A few moments later, the girl returned. “Here we are, fellows,” she said, brandishing a plate of cut slices of roast goose. In a conspiratorial tone, she added, “It’s the last, so shh—don’t tell.” 
Hower slid a slice onto his own plate and then gestured for Williamson to take some as well. “Our deepest gratitude, Miss … um … ?”
The girl smiled. “Miss Loy, at your service. And you all are?” 
“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Loy. I’m Corporal Hower,” Elias said with a grin. Henry tried not to raise an eyebrow at how thick he was laying it on. “And this is my squad. Privates Williamson, Webster, Robinson, Krüger, Smith, and Schaefer. And Sergeant Osborn.” 
“How do you do,” Miss Loy said, nodding at each one in turn. 
“Say, Miss Loy, are you aware if there are any further festivities after the meal?” 
“Oh, yes,” Miss Loy replied eagerly. “They will clear the tables, and there’s a small quartet that will play, and we’ll have a lovely set of dances before you all march back to your quarters.” 
This news brought a murmur of excitement around the table. 
“I’m so happy to hear that,” Elias replied with a grin. “May I save a place on your dance card, Miss Loy?”
The girl flushed attractively. “I should be delighted, Corporal.” 
Henry felt uncomfortable. Miss Loy was charming, and he wasn’t the only one in the squad who’d noticed. But there was something to be desired in her sweet, smooth countenance. Perhaps she lacked the dark smolder that Charley wielded without even thinking. It was too bad Henry couldn’t save a place on his card to dance with Charley, because if she even bothered to dance, she’d be competing with him for the hands of the lovely loyal ladies of Pittsburgh. 
Henry snuck a glance at Smith beside him. The soldier had her hand in her dark curls, hunched over her plate seemingly under some duress. Henry leaned over and hissed, “Anything wrong?” 
Henry almost missed her whispered response under the clatter of cutlery and the din of affable conversation. “I don’t know how to lead.” 
Lead? Henry was puzzled a moment before he realized she was referring to dancing. 
“Well, I could show you how,” Henry offered quietly, his eyes darting around the far corners of the room wondering what other chambers might lead off from the main hall. He could show her how to lead and pull her close and perhaps, if they could find enough privacy for a dance lesson, they might find enough for...
“Don’t be absurd,” she hissed. “I’d rather pretend to be too fatigued for the entire evening than have everyone see you teach me how to waltz.”
“Well, what about the set dances?” Henry suggested. “Those don’t require a lead, per se. You just have to make sure you put out the correct hand.” 
Smith glowered but didn’t reply. 
“Say,” Henry said louder, addressing Miss Loy. “What sort of dances might we expect this evening?” 
 ⸻ 

The dancing was lovely. Cate knew this intellectually as she watched from the benches lining the walls. All the boys cut a smart figure in their uniforms while the loyal ladies of Pittsburgh were resplendent in their best wool and silk, their hoops flouncing about like puffs of dandelion fluff in a late spring breeze. There were many lovely young girls, and Henry was an eager partner, doing his best to engage a young lady for every single dance despite a considerable amount of competition. He led his partner with as much grace as possible given that they were dancing a polka, and it was basically just turning and hopping. 
Cate spent the duration of the dance watching him while she flipped self-pityingly through memories in her mind; of him squatting during drill to pick up a charge he’d dropped; of his thighs bare while shuffling into his uniform; of his lips ghosting against her skin; of him straining against her as she pulled him off. She should have taken him up on his “dance lesson.” Surely there must be a private place somewhere in this enormous market house. She missed his touch. And she hated that he was passing it out so liberally to every adorable little chit who batted her eyelashes at him. 
When the polka concluded, Cate sighed and tried to look as unapproachable as possible. Her strategy thus far had been inexcusable rudeness, but her capacity for it was wearing thin. She had no idea what it was—she was doing everything she could to look sullen and surly, but it seemed the younger girls of the group didn’t find that very off-putting, because she kept getting giggling teenage girls trying to get her to strike up a conversation with them. 
This break in the music was no different, it appeared. Miss Loy, escorted by Hower off the dance floor, attached herself to another girl with fine, white-blonde hair in a blue print wool, and walked straight toward Cate. 
“Good evening, Private Smith was it?” Miss Loy said. Cate nodded churlishly as she begrudgingly stood. She wasn’t a complete boor to remain seated when approached by a lady. “I’d like to introduce you to my friend and neighbor, Miss Kincaid.”
“How do you do,” Cate said, taking the girl’s hand and receiving a charming giggle. Miss Kincaid was short, a full half foot shorter than Cate, and she wouldn’t put her any older than sixteen. Behind her, Cate caught a glimpse of Henry returning from the dance floor with his partner, a round-featured brunette whose silhouette bore some impressive proportions. Cate decided much of it was hip and bust padding in spite of the lively bouncing polka having previously suggested otherwise. 
“Miss Loy,” Henry greeted with a smile after leaving his previous partner with her companions. “I believe I have you for the next dance?” 
“Oh, yes, La Tempête!" Miss Loy replied with a grin. She had lovely teeth. She and Henry would make a whole family of children with perfectly straight, clean teeth. Cate took a perverse pleasure in the proportion of misery that thought delivered. 
“I love La Tempête!” Miss Kincaid pouted, her eyes darting sidelong at Cate. “But I sadly am not engaged for this one.” 
Miss Loy, Miss Kincaid, and Henry all looked at Cate. Cate blinked. “I, uh, I don’t think I’ve ever danced La Tempête before. What is it?” 
Miss Loy’s eyes narrowed slightly, but her smile stayed strong. “It’s a wonderful set dance! It couldn’t be simpler, it’s really only two figures repeated with different couples. It’s such a delight. Oh, Adaline, we must find you a partner so we can be in a set together.” 
Cate’s ears perked at that. Set dances were social dances, where partners danced in sets of usually four or even eight people. Partners were exchanged and returned in simple steps, the idea being to get folks interacting with as many others as possible. It was an excellent way to get all the gossip efficiently. If this were a multi-couple set dance, Cate would dance largely with Miss Kincaid, but she would also dance with Miss Loy and, depending on the set dance, the other gentleman too. 
As the two girls made a show of looking around the room for a partner for Miss Kincaid, Cate caught Henry’s eye and held it. 
“Say, Miss Kincaid,” she said, only tearing her eyes away from Henry to look at the girl after she’d turned. “Would you be so kind as to allow me to have this dance?” 
Miss Kincaid grinned, and Miss Loy smiled with great satisfaction. 
“Why, yes, Private Smith, I would be delighted,” Miss Kincaid said, setting her gloved hand in Cate’s. Cate gave Miss Kincaid a small half-smile, then glanced up at Henry again. He was watching her carefully, his eyes slightly narrowed, but she couldn’t tell quite what he was thinking. It thrilled her. 
On the dance floor, they arranged themselves across from one another, one couple facing the other. Two other couples joined them—one was an officer and a matron, the other pair led by Robinson, grinning and looking flushed enough that Cate suspected some spirits were being passed around under the table. 
“Sidle down, Schaef,” Robinson insisted, taking up the place across from Miss Kincaid and shoving Henry and Miss Loy down such that Cate was now kitty-corner from him. Apparently Robinson had little interest in being across from the matron, which really shouldn’t have gotten under Cate’s skin, but it did. As she glared at him, Miss Loy took the liberty of explaining the dance to the group. 
“Each figure will start with greeting your opposite,” she said, gesturing between the couples facing each other. “Then we’ll chassez and exchange places with the couple to our right or left.”
Just then, the quartet of instrumentalists struck up the beginning bars of the dance. Miss Loy opened her mouth wordlessly for a moment and then flapped her left hand. “Don’t worry, you’ll pick it up easily.” 
Cate grimaced and took Miss Kincaid’s gloved hand in hers. 
“Leave everything to me, Private Smith,” her dance partner said assuringly. “I’ll guide you.”
Miss Kincaid’s eyelashes fluttered, doing nothing for the state of Cate’s grimace. Henry snorted back a laugh and did his best to smooth it over with a gentlemanly nod to Miss Loy as they stepped forward and back with the rhythm of the music, honoring the person opposite them with a nod. The matron to Cate’s left was older, her braided and looped hair streaked with gray, but her smile was demure and her silk plaid dress fine. It took Cate a moment to realize that her partner was none other than Captain Noah. Cate blinked and tried to focus on what was to be done. 
“We pass in front,” Miss Kincaid murmured, and she and Cate chassezed to the left in front of Captain Noah and his partner. “Then return behind.” 
Cate did so. Then they greeted their opposite again. Cate’s opposite was Robinson’s partner, a young woman with a mouth that curled either in pleasure or disdain (she wasn’t quite sure which). 
“Right-hand star,” Henry directed then, and the music moved so fast, Cate would have missed it if Henry hadn’t reached out and snatched her hand in his. The ladies grasped hands over top of Henry and Cate’s, and they circled. 
She wished it was just that she’d been surprised, but the feel of his hand in hers after the better part of the last week spent unable to touch one another, even in the most trivial of ways, sent a tingle of sensation up her arm. Neither of them had gloves, and the sensation of his calluses were warm and smooth and dry. Cate couldn’t help but lock eyes with him. 
“Now left,” he said and turned abruptly, offering her his left hand this time. Cate scrambled to turn and offer him her left hand, quite off beat by this point. She glanced over at Miss Kincaid, who was turning demure circles with Robinson. Apparently this dance was one that ensured one danced scarcely at all with one’s partner. 
“Circle four,” Henry instructed, and the four in the center grasped hands and spun like a wheel. Cate held his gaze opposite her—she was dependent on his instructions was all—and a small smile quirked at the corners of his mouth. When they returned to their places, Miss Kincaid’s hand was waiting for Cate’s, and she said, “Now greet your opposite and pass through. There, see, couldn’t be easier!” 
Cate’s feet were already carrying her through the steps as she acknowledged an annoying desire to stay in this set, so that she might grasp hands with Henry once again. She looked at him over her shoulder as she fell into the figure from the top, greeting her opposite rather poorly, looking as she was away from her. Henry was looking back at her too. When he caught her eye, he grinned. Cate swallowed hard. What the hell was she doing? She wrestled her mind to focus on the dance. 
The sets proceeded down the line, the couples who made it to the end of their line waiting when needed, then retreating back up to the head of the line to continue the form. It was such a simple dance that after a few rounds, it scarcely took any concentration to repeat the movements. 
Cate made a point to grip the hands of the other soldiers in each set firmly, setting her opposite hand at her back in a most gentlemanly fashion. Several of the girls she greeted as her opposite delivered her coy smiles, which was utterly flummoxing. While largely passing unnoticed or willfully ignored as a woman, she seemed to make not only a passable young man, but an appealing one. It was baffling. 
Once the initial discomfiture of that realization had settled, Cate began to wonder what would happen if she engaged with this female notice. In the next set, she caught the eye of her opposite, a girl scarcely twenty, with chestnut brown curls rolled and pinned behind her ears. She held the girl’s gaze from under her brows, and the girl responded with a slow smile. This was outrageous. Surely, Cate did not make an attractive boy. How could feminine plainness translate to male allure? 
The song went on, repeating through the figure set after set, until she and Miss Kincaid ended up at one end of the line and began to proceed back down it in the opposite direction. Cate grew increasingly bold with her newfound boyish charm, adding a sly grin to her arsenal and even taking the liberty of glancing one girl up and down, which earned her a soft oh of parted lips. While not precisely her taste, she did find herself enjoying the attention. 
Such was her line of thought when she reached out kitty-corner for the right-hand star and looked up to find she grasped Henry’s hand again. His head was tilted to the side, and he looked at her with incredulous amusement. Cate regarded him with wide eyes and lips pressed together, trying hard not to laugh. His hand was warm and solid in hers and this time, she was right on beat with the music as they turned and grasped left hands, spinning opposite. She’d been so caught up playing with flirtatious glances that she found herself applying the expression on Henry without thinking. She could see his Adam's apple bob in his throat as he swallowed, and she smiled impishly. 
The figure went all too fast, and before she knew it, they had passed through again, on to the next set of couples. It wasn’t long after that—perhaps a figure or two more—before the quartet concluded the song with a tag ending, and Cate was bowing to Miss Kincaid. 
Her dance partner regarded Cate with a self-satisfied grin. “See, didn’t I tell you? So easy, and so much fun!”
Cate looked at the floor sheepishly. “I suppose.” 
“Now, there’s still at least three dances left before we must see you off. Please don’t disappoint the ladies of Pittsburgh by sitting the rest of the night out.” Miss Kincaid’s blue eyes lingered on Cate’s for a moment longer than seemed polite. Cate blushed—not because she resented the attention but because she realized she had absolutely no idea what to do with it now that the dance music had ended, and she was forced to make polite conversation. Luckily, Henry approached just then with Miss Loy. 
“Private Smith, I had no idea you were such an accomplished dancer,” Miss Loy gushed. 
“Indeed, Smith,” Henry added, his scarcely contained amusement a little too thick to be entirely sincere. “Why haven’t you told me you’re a first rate stepper?” 
Cate shook her head and rolled her eyes, hiding behind her usual mask of disdain. “Don’t be absurd—Miss Loy said it herself, La Tempête couldn’t be easier.”
“And yet I just had my friend Lottie asking me to make an introduction to you,” Miss Loy replied with a significant expression. “She’s looking for a partner for the Scot’s Reel, and you apparently caught her eye.” 
Cate blanched. The Scot’s Reel was markedly more difficult, and she hadn’t been at a dance where it had been done since the last time she’d been in Pennsylvania nearly a decade ago. As a girl.
“I’m terribly sorry to your friend, Miss Loy, but I’m afraid I don’t know that one either,” Cate demurred, glancing reproachfully at Henry, who was being entirely useless and chortling away under his breath.
“Well, I’m quite sure Lottie—or Miss Price, as you will soon know her—would be more than happy to teach you the steps,” Miss Loy replied, then exchanged glances with Miss Kincaid. They both giggled, and Cate was forcibly reminded how simultaneously endearing and terrifying a group of girls giggling could be. The two of them tugged Cate’s hand off toward the center of the ballroom. Cate looked imploring over her shoulder at Henry, but he just doubled over laughing. 
Miss Price, as it turned out, was the young lady Cate had delivered an appraising and (she hoped) appreciative once-over during La Tempête. This would teach her to play games with the hearts of girls. If she could have got away with it, she would have hid her face in her hands, but as it were, she was forced to face Miss Price, deliver a gracious introduction with flaming cheeks, and accept that to all appearances, she seemed nothing more than a bashful boy with great interest in this particular girl. It didn’t help that Henry had seemingly rounded up Robinson and Hower to observe and snicker as Cate led Miss Price onto the dance floor, trying desperately to remember the steps well enough to execute them to speed. 
She joined a circle of four couples and put her hand out to Miss Price absently. Miss Price laughed, smiling through puzzled brows as she sweetly turned Cate’s hand over, setting her fingertips on Cate’s palm. Cate flushed again, mortified that she’d offered her hand in the lady’s position as a matter of habit. Just then, the fiddle struck up a lively tune and the group of them were all bouncing on tiptoe, their feet shuffling sevens-and-threes in a circle. Cate could scarcely keep her feet under her as they moved back and forth and then turned straight into a ladies’ right-hand star, the gents on the outside in open position. Cate knew only enough about this dance to make it mortifyingly confusing to dance the male position. The couples turned as one, bringing the gents in to circle a left-hand star. Cate scarcely had taken her opposite’s hand before the group broke into a grand chain. She felt a rather visceral understanding of why it was called a reel. 
Cate was winded at the end of the dance, escorting Miss Price back to where they had met, handing her to her next partner and glaring daggers at Henry, Robinson, and Hower, who stood a little ways off snickering like they had scarcely made it out of primary school. 
“I didn’t see any of you attempting the Scot’s Reel so don’t even start,” Cate snapped at them as she approached. That only caused them all to bust out in full guffaws. She held herself back from flashing a rude gesture at them. 
“Smith—that was—” Hower gasped, unable to form two words together for laughing. 
“Masterful, truly!” Robinson exclaimed, his full grin displaying all of his teeth. “Did you see him, Elias? Two left feet the whole way through, but Miss Price was still batting her eyelashes at him all the way off the dance floor.”
Henry snorted loudly. Cate tipped her head back, imploring the ceiling to grant her patience. 
“What’s so funny?” Williamson. Of course. The other fellows ignored him. 
“Well, this was truly first rate,” Hower said, wiping tears from his eyes, “but I have a lady to lead in our final song of the evening.”
“Oh, which is it again?” Williamson asked, and Henry snatched his dance card from his pocket to check. 
“Soldier’s Joy,” he confirmed.
“A fitting tribute, and I haven’t even got a partner for it!” Robinson exclaimed woefully. 
Couples made their way to the dance floor as the opening melody rang out from the fiddle. There were at least twice as many gents as ladies and given that the dance was titled Soldier’s Joy, it was evident that Robinson wasn’t the only one who felt left out. From the opposite side of the dance floor, some of the Hastings boys leaped out and partnered with one another, to the great amusement of the dancers on the floor. They joined the line, over-gesticulating to honor their opposite and their partner, kicking up their heels in exaggerated steps. 
Williamson laughed aloud
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