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A Fine Looking Soldier takes place in Minnesota in 1861, at the start of the US Civil War. The next year, the US-Dakota War breaks out in 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. Trouble is, the characters aren't aware of the extent of it. As European settler colonists, both of the main characters take for granted the land they stand on and they haven’t the faintest clue the extent to which it was stolen. 

The US-Dakota War is a wound that still hasn’t healed in Minnesota. Many Dakota people are still exiled to reservations in Nebraska and South Dakota to this day. It’s a violent and horrific event and the way we tell its story still hurts. Bloody battles were fought at New Ulm and Birch Coulee. Fort Snelling, where this book is set, was where Dakota people were rounded up and kept in a concentration camp at the fort’s base. Many Dakota men, women, children, and elders died there, as well as on the journey to exile in Nebraska, South Dakota, and elsewhere. The largest mass execution in the history of the United States was committed in Mankato, hanging 38 Dakota men who’d been convicted in sham trials some of which weren’t longer than five minutes. 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 Dakota 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 will participate in as soldiers. Abolition and a great deal of political rhetoric drives our main characters. However, they are both white and free and the perspectives of the enslaved are not directly shown in this narrative. The literary world doesn’t need anymore privileged white ladies imagining what it might be like being enslaved and making tragic romances out of it. There are some excellent Black historical romance authors who have done spectacular work in this area, including Beverly Jenkins and Alyssa Cole. If you haven’t read their work, get ye to the bookstore. Post haste.

Your obt. Srvt,

Mrs. Jane Hadley

To the women who refused to settle for the status quo. 
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Prologue
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St. Anthony, Minnesota

Tuesday, August 21, 1860

LIGHT from the lanterns outside licked against the windowpane, casting the dark attic room in long shadows. Cate held her little half-sister tight as she strained to hear what the mob outside was shouting. She couldn’t make out many words, but the volume, the guttural rage echoing against the glass, made clear how “peaceable” the group was. Indistinct shapes moved amorphously through the heavy rain that streamed down the windowpane. Cate’s heart flipped in her chest as thunder clapped and a bolt of lightning illuminated the scene below for a split second in sharp relief. 

A throng of men, brandishing muskets, were stomping in the mud outside the neighboring house. The free Black family who lived there—Mrs. Grey in particular—had been directly involved in the liberation of an enslaved woman from her vacationing Mississippi master earlier that afternoon. Judge Vandenburgh had sat the case and declared Eliza Winston free, as the new Minnesota state  constitution clearly stated that no person would be permitted to enslave another. When Cate first read about the case earlier in the week, she’d given it relatively little consideration. Of course, she’d thought, the woman’s freedom was a foregone conclusion.

She was embarrassed to admit it, but she was shocked at the lengths her neighbors were willing to go to appease the wealthy Southern tourists coming to take the air at the head of the Mississippi River. Apparently, the affront was enough to drive men to take up arms and a—was that a fence post? It was—a fence post cum battering ram intended to break down the door of her neighbors. Cate squeezed Etta’s little hand and prayed that the Greys hadn’t been foolish enough to harbor Eliza Winston herself in their own home. Surely they’d had enough sense to spirit her away someplace safer?

“We want that slave!” The shout was muffled, but the message was clear. Cate felt sick. How could she be so naive as to think that the verdict of the case was cut and dry. She clearly had no notion as to the true character of her fellow St. Anthonians. 

Cate’s heart hammered in her chest and her little sister, scarcely four years old, looked up from the yoke of Cate’s nightgown to determine how to react. If the mob opened fire, Cate would have to find a way to get Etta and her mother out. Father was downstairs with his rifle, but he was only one man. If she opened the sash, they could perhaps shimmy down to the rain barrel and take cover behind the chicken coop. Filled with a sudden surge of urgency, she pried Etta’s fists from her nightgown. 

“Etta,” she whispered urgently as she looked the little girl squarely in the eye. “Everything is gonna be just fine. You just listen to Sissy and stay quiet. Can you do that for me?” 

Etta’s big brown eyes blinked and she nodded. 

“You’re a brave girl,” Cate said assuringly. 

“Grey, open up!” came another muted shout from next door.

Cate craned to see out the window at the sound of splintering wood. The mob had slammed the fence post into the door again and this time, it crashed in. She could just make out the men through the window swarming into the dimly lit house. Cate felt her gorge rise in her throat, but she choked it down as she rose and flung open her trunk. 

“Here, put on your dress,” Cate ordered as she tossed the homespun plaid at her sister. 

“Cate!” Margaret’s Irish lilt sounded tight as a piano string calling from down the stairs. 

“We’re getting dressed,” Cate called back, stealing her expression for Etta’s sake. She flung her corset over her nightgown and struggled for a moment with the busk as she made sure Etta pulled her arms through the sleeves of her dress. 

Margaret’s auburn head appeared at the top of the stairs. Her eyes were wide, but her face was trained into fragile resolve. Cate’s stepmother hauled herself up the rest of the stairs and sat on the edge of the bed that Cate and Etta shared, holding her belly heavy with child. Etta hurried to wrap herself in her mother’s skirt. 

The shouts outside dulled. Cate craned over the bed to see out the window. 

Lanterns were held by a few of the men, but the bulk of the mob had moved inside the Grey’s house. Mr. and Mrs. Grey had been ejected and stood outside in the downpour, Mrs. Grey holding baby Toussaint while her husband, Ralph, held William. The small boy was of an age with Etta, and Cate looked quickly back at her half sister and positioned her body to ensure Etta could not see her friend, nor any of what transpired outside the door to the Grey’s house. The bulk of the mob was inside, ransacking from the sound of it. 

“Are they looking for that woman who got her freedom?” Margaret whispered, her eyes round and her jaw tight. She was twenty-five, of an age with Cate, and perhaps this experience would teach her to take an interest in the news of the day, instead of preferring to take everything in through her husband’s dinner table grumblings. 

Cate nodded and approached the sill, peering out to discern the situation. The only reason Margaret even knew about the Eliza Winston case at all was because Cate had made the mistake of bringing it up at dinner, earning her a swift rebuke from her father. 

“They’re searching the house now.” 

One of the men standing outside with the Greys teetered on his feet, laughing and swinging his lantern around jovially. The brittle nausea that had seized the center of her chest lurched.

“I think they’re drunk,” Cate reported. 

Margaret’s expression darkened.

Cate felt her face heat and her heart continued to pound. She’d read about mobs like this, all sorts of horrific stories between Jane Grey Swisshelm’s newspaper and the reports coming out of Kansas. She felt the same roll of righteous anger boiling in her chest that she usually felt when she read those papers. Or when she argued with her father. Cate frowned.

“Where is Father?” she asked, turning to look at Margaret. Her stepmother flickered a glance at her before she turned to Etta and said, “There there, now, darling. Everything will be just fine.” 

Cate’s jaw worked, and she set her lips into a thin line. “Margaret,” she said, sharpening her voice like a filet knife. “Where is my father?” 

Margaret met her eyes. Then her gaze darted to the window and back. Cate clenched her fists so tight her fingernails dug painfully into her skin to keep herself from swearing. Miraculously, she didn’t say anything. She just pulled the front of her wrapper tight, buttoned it down the front, and strode resolutely to the stairs. 

“Cate, wait!” Margaret called out. “He’s not participating! He’s trying to talk some sense into them!” 

“Like hell he is,” Cate muttered, her bare feet stomping down the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she saw that Father’s rifle wasn’t hanging in its place over the hearth. Her lips curled as she flung open the front door. 

“Cate, tis dangerous! Come back!” 

Cate ignored her stepmother as she strode into the pouring rain. The mud squishing between her toes reminded her too late that shoes would have been prudent. Her braid was soaked within a minute and her wool wrapper didn’t fare much longer, but she didn’t care. She had no thoughts—only waves of anger, frustration, disgust crashing in one after the other, suppressing her fearful nausea and filling her with righteous purpose. 

“Stowell!” she barked as she approached the fellows who stood at the entrance of the Grey’s home, their eyes trained on the sodden family they’d ejected into the storm as though they were hostile prisoners. Mrs. Grey’s face was like stone, but her eyes widened when they alighted upon Cate, as if to implore her to get away. Cate hesitated. She’d never known an expression like that on Mrs. Grey’s usually earnest countenance. The pause was enough to bring her slamming pulse into her awareness and Cate grasped at her anger like a lifeline.

“Is that Miss Stowell?” It was Jackson, the grocer. Cate absorbed another blow to her vapid intuition and swore she’d never frequent his business again. 

“Where is my father?” Cate crossed her arms over her chest and willed the force of her voice to overpower the indignity of her drenched state. 

Jackson blinked at her. “Better get back inside, Miss. It’s no kind of weather for a lady.” 

“It’s no kind of weather for young children, either, Mister Jackson,“ Cate retorted, pointing accusingly at the two small boys held by their parents. “Where. Is. My. Father.” 

“Cate, get back inside.” 

Her father emerged from the house, his boots squelching in the mud and his craggy face unmoved as ever. Cate didn’t squirm under his hard regard; he delivered it too often at this point for it to have any of its intended effect. 

“Not without you,” Cate replied. 

“This doesn’t concern you. Get back inside.” 

“‘Whoever despises his neighbor is a sinner,’” Cate spat the Bible verse at him like it were a weapon. Her father glanced at the Greys and frowned more deeply. Then, he stalked forward, seizing Cate’s arm in his hand as he passed and yanked her across the yard towards their house. 

For as much as the pulpit liked to remind women how innately moral they were, it sure didn’t seem to get Cate anywhere when calling out bullheaded men. Every time she had tried to assert her so-called moral authority, she was chastised for sticking her head into unwomanly topics. Such things were not her concern, lest they ignite her “sensitive womanly emotions”. But Cate knew better. She was a laundress. For as much as the sanctimonious men of this town liked to think they were of superior intellect, she had seen their underclothes. It didn’t matter how important the man was—none of them seemed terribly capable of wiping their own ass.

“Stop meddling in matters you don’t understand,” her father gritted out. Cate scowled as she twisted her arm painfully in his grip. 

“I should say the same to you,” Cate replied. “I’ve never known you to be a thief.” 

“By your own logic, the slave cannot be property, so how can I be a thief?” her father snapped as he led her towards the front door of their house.  “It is our sacred duty to protect the prosperity of the two cities by restoring the slave girl to her rightful owners. It’s them that’s thieves!“ He brandished an accusing look at the Greys, still standing outside their house, waiting for the bastards to finish ransacking their house.

Cate shook her head. “I don’t know why I expected anything different from you.” 

She stepped into the house after him, her bare feet tracking mud across the wood planks. Father stomped in behind her, released her arm, and slammed the front door shut. 

“If you come out here again, I swear on your mother’s grave, Cate, I will put you out on the street!” Mr. Stowell shouted, taking the liberty his own home afforded him to disregard his volume. 

Cate lifted her chin and made a point not to flinch. Then, gripping his fists tightly, her Father took a deep breath, making a show of getting a hold over himself. He shook his head and muttered, “When will you learn your goddamn place?” Growling in exasperation, he went back out into the rain and slammed the door again behind him. 

Cate’s chest heaved and her heart raced. She was of a mind to charge right back out again. She didn’t need him. She could take in laundry, she could find a place, she could find a way. And no matter how difficult it was, it would be far better than being trapped with this ignorant bastard and his replacement family. 

“Cate?” It was Margaret. Hovering apprehensively in the sitting room. With Richard Ellis. Cate nearly choked in mortification. 

“Oh no, look at you. You’re soaked through.” Margaret crossed to her, draping a swath of concern over the awkward tension that permeated Mr. Ellis’ regard. 

Cate’s chin quivered. She clenched her fists in her sodden skirts. Her anger petered out, and the desperate shame of impotence, of not being able to do one good thing despite her best efforts, overtook her. Of appearing the petulant child, the filial failure, in front of Mr. Ellis. She slumped against the door and stared resolutely at her muddy feet. Hell if she was going to let him see her cry. 

Margaret turned to direct an apologetic look at Mr. Ellis, then crossed the room quietly. She leaned over Cate. “Cate, love, come on. Let’s get you into some dry clothes.” 

Cate flinched her arm away from Margaret’s soft touch. Why must she be forced to be seen like this? Why couldn’t Margaret just be distant and uninterested, like her father? It was almost worse to be cared for by this relative stranger, who was scarcely older than her, when her father could literally not care less.

“Leave me alone,“ Cate hissed. 

“Mrs. Stowell,” intoned Mr. Ellis’ smooth tenor. “If you will permit me a moment alone with my betrothed?”

Margaret straightened and frowned, searching Cate’s face. For her part, Cate carried on staring at the floor. It was her father who had encouraged Mr. Ellis. She would have said he selected him, but it wasn’t much of a selection when there was only the one suitor. Mr. Ellis was, as far as she was concerned, an extension of her father, an instrument to both dispose of her and regulate her in one fell swoop. 

Margaret nodded—just as Cate knew she would—and stooped to deliver a brief, awkward embrace about Cate’s shoulders. 

“Be civil,” she whispered, “You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.”

She regarded Cate with an imploring expression, one that struck Cate as both pleading and preemptively disappointed, then headed up the stairs to the attic room. 

Silence settled like thick, gloaming dust in a long-disused room, filling every crevice. 

Mr. Ellis regarded her with forced nonchalance, as if he hadn’t just inadvertently witnessed her father reaming into her. As if she wasn’t in a soaked-through dressing gown with bare, muddied feet. As if it weren’t the middle of the night, as if the town weren’t falling apart trying to renounce a scrap of justice being done for a woman held like chattel. Cate hardened her expression and braced herself. 

“It’s been quite the night, hasn’t it?” Mr. Ellis said conversationally, running his fingers over his mustache. He wasn’t a bad-looking sort, she knew that intellectually. 

“Indeed,” Cate deadpanned, pushing herself off the wall to her feet. 

“If I didn’t know better, I might think you were becoming quite the politician,” Mr. Ellis said wryly, his eyes twinkling as he went to her, taking her hand as if to remind her that she was his. 

Cate swallowed thickly and slipped away. She crossed to the nearest chair and studied the threadbare upholstery. Richard Ellis had laid his intentions bare not a week ago, proposing in her kitchen, while her hair was wrapped up in a kerchief and her hands chapped with chilblains from the cold laundry basin. Her father hadn’t hesitated to point out that in her twenty-five years, she hadn’t received any better offer so she was in no position to be picky. And though he plainly favored Richard’s suit, Mr. Ellis wasn’t her father. True, Ellis had free-soiler tendencies, but his interest in her was genuine. And that was a novelty. She supposed she hadn’t lied when she said yes, she would like to marry him. No point in admitting it had more to do with wanting to leave her father’s house than it did any returned affection.

Cate sighed. Catch more flies with honey... 

“Nonsense, I wouldn’t give a fig for politics generally,” she hedged, her voice pathetically thin and reedy in her own ears. “But ...”

She turned around and looked up at him. The years spent reading Douglass and Garrison and Weld and Swisshelm, all the rehearsed debates she’d conducted with herself in the washroom, percolated in her mind. She knew how to defend her position. She thought of the women abolitionists she’d read, their virtue and moral superiority lacing their words, and she met his eyes squarely and earnestly. “But I do know my Bible. And I know God did not create men to be treated as animals by other men. He made us in his image, yes, but we all vary. Some are tall, some are small, some with blue eyes, some with brown. Why should the color of our skin be so divisive when these other variances are arbitrary?”

Mr. Ellis’s brows flickered in confusion. She sighed, half impressed he hadn’t interrupted her yet. She searched her mind for words that would capture her feelings, but also would appease his notion of how she should behave. While she wanted to shake him with rage, she instead tried to appeal to his conscience. 

“I know women are supposed to shun politics, but politics have invaded every aspect of our lives,” she pleaded. “Men fought and died in Kansas territory for less. We are naive to imagine that these men toting guns through the city tonight are only interested in the peaceable restoration of property. If there were no threat, why bring a gun? We are a hair-trigger away from another bleeding Kansas. Meanwhile, Congress is in shambles and Southerners are threatening rebellion if Lincoln wins the presidency. What am I supposed to do? If you think a woman should silently lose her husband to ideological wars and not even wonder why—it’s just too cruel.”

Mr. Ellis regarded her with furrowed brows. 

“I admire your fervor,” he said. 

Cate’s lips parted as she felt the tension ebb from her face. It shouldn’t affect her so, but she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had said anything so affirming to her. 

Then he sighed with a wry smile. “It is passing sad to see such keen intelligence wasted on a woman, but you will be such an incredible teacher of thoughtful and tenacious sons. And surely, under your guidance, they will become the discerning and intelligent citizens this democracy so desperately needs.”

His words fell on her like a ton of bricks. Cate’s jaw set tightly and she inhaled deep through her nose as she fought a swell of despair rising in her chest. Yet, he stood unabashed, as though he’d been perfectly complementary. The prickling of frustrated tears behind her eyes drove the cycle of shame home. She hated nothing more than the helpless and utterly useless waste of energy that was crying. 

“Oh, darling,” Mr. Ellis cooed as a traitorous tear slipped down her cheek, closing the space between them and resting his hands on her shoulders. “Please dry your eyes. I assure you, I will do nothing so foolish as to abandon my work and my wife for some political war.” 

He tipped her chin to force her to look at him. It took all her focus to keep her lip from trembling. 

“You can depend on me,” he pledged, his mustache stretched across his smile. Then, he gently kissed her and she thought she felt another piece of her soul crack and break under the weight of his expectations. He reached out and tentatively squeezed her hand. “I, um ... I love you.” 

Cate squeezed her eyes shut and snatched her hand away, covering her face with her hands. How? How? How could he hear her words, see her distress, and think this was the right time for such a sentiment? Did he even understand what love meant? Did he just feel the ghost of tenderness, spurred by his own fantasies of her bearing him successful sons, and misconstrue it for love? She didn’t know much about love, but she knew one thing for damn certain. Love did not condescend. 

“I’ll be right back,” she lied and pushed past him toward the door. 

“Wait, where are you going?” he asked, ruffled perhaps that she hadn’t returned his sentiment.

“I’m going to bring my father back.”

⸻
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New Ulm Township, Minnesota

Saturday, December 22, 1860

SNOW was falling softly from a low, gray sky as Henry’s father pulled the sleigh up short. 

“Something’s happened,” his brother Peter said, hovering above his seat. Franklin, the bolder of Henry’s twin brothers, stood and, having made his swift assessment, vaulted from the sleigh.

“Franklin, Warten Sie,” Henry’s mother protested, reaching for Peter’s sleeve, but the remaining twin was also already taking his leave of the sleigh to bound through the snow toward Turner Hall. 

Relegated to the rear-facing seat by his older brothers, Henry craned his neck to see the hall. The building was the largest in town, forty by seventy feet built with rough-hewn logs felled in the area, with a small tower at each end. A group of men milled in front, bundled tightly in wool coats, scarves, and hats, conferring seriously with one another. Henry made to leap out as well, but his mother held him back, a hand on his knee. 

“Won’t you stay and escort your mother?” Mutter chided in German as Henry’s father pulled the horses up. Henry looked longingly at the group assembled and set his jaw. He was inarguably a man now at twenty-one years old. He should be with the other men, taking his place in the community, not left behind to wait with the women. 

He resisted the urge to roll his eyes and nodded curtly to his mother, stepping begrudgingly out of the sleigh and offering his mittened hand to her. She arranged her crinoline to its best advantage before alighting from the sleigh. Even though they were bundled tightly against the cold, traveling by wagon box mounted on runners, Anna Schaefer’s gentle upbringing in Stuttgart demanded the maintenance of dignified appearances. And that meant ladies required an escort, even if they were alighting from their transport at a humble rough-hewn hall in the middle of a snowy prairie.

In a distant way, it was amusing to see his mother try to navigate the snow drifts while maintaining an air of dignity as they made their way from the sleigh to the cleared walkway. Henry did his best to provide her with stability, his own legs knee-deep in snow as he tried to hurry them along so he could hear what the men near the entrance were saying.  Henry looked across the yard for his father, but he was still tying up the horses. Henry would have to escort his mother inside before he could beg off and join the group.

Henry was unable to catch much as they passed the group of men and proceeded into the gymnasium, hanging their coats and hats on the pegs at the entrance. With chairs set around the edge of the room, the usual equipment of parallel bars and pommel horses had been stowed away to make space for dancing. His mother pulled him by the elbow towards two other matrons—Frau Müller and Frau Leonhäuser—who were exchanging pleasantries near the dias where the band was warming up. 

“Guten Aben,” Mutter said, inclining her head. The other matrons responded in kind. 

“What has become of your husband?” Frau Müller inquired in formal German. 

“He is merely securing the sleigh before joining us,” Mutter replied, matching her aggressive formality. “My Heinrich was good enough to escort me.” 

Henry averted his eyes to hide his incredulous expression. The accordion heaved as his mother and her friends competed for who could be the most demure and socially correct. Henry shifted his weight from one foot to the other and looked over his shoulder. Where was his father? 

Henry spotted his brothers entering the hall. They were deep in conversation, gesticulating excitedly with their hands as they were joined by several of the other young Turners, huddling together across the gymnasium. Henry watched them with yearning. None of his mother’s friends were forcing their sons to escort them. Why was it just him that was being infantilized in this way? 

Just then, Vater entered with Herr Bauer. Henry breathed a sigh of relief and dropped his arm out from under his mother’s hand. She glared at him but said nothing. She did, however, wrap a firm hand around his forearm, pulling it back up into the proper position. 

Henry glanced back again. His father lingered at the door, in conversation with Herr Bauer. 

“Mutter,” Henry hummed. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to find out what the fuss is all about.” 

Mutter looked sharply up at him and glared. “Heinrich, did I understand you correctly? Are you proposing to abandon me here?” 

Henry sighed. Now Frau Müller and Frau Leonhäuser were looking at him with gleeful schadenfreude. He’d just dig himself deeper if he managed to embarrass her in front of her friends. He turned and stooped to murmur into his mother’s ear, hopefully too low to be overheard. 

“Mutter, matrons are at full liberty to chaperone each other—” 

“—That is entirely not the point, Heinrich,” Her voice was louder, inviting Frau Müller and Frau Leonhäuser to tacitly participate.  “My dear friends, I apologize for my son’s ungentlemanly behavior. He’s been too long on the prairie.” 

Henry pressed his lips into a thin line and tried not to roll his eyes. If they were all going to disapprove of him anyway, he might as well give them something to disapprove of. 

“Bitte entschuldigen Sie mich!” Henry excused himself with a bow of his head and turned, making a beeline across the gymnasium to his father and Herr Bauer. 

“Surely Lincoln won’t let them go,” Herr Bauer was saying, rubbing his fingers through his whiskers gravely.

“Let who go?” Henry put in as he joined them. 

“It will be war for certain,” his father replied as though Henry hadn’t said a thing. 

“War?” Henry’s eyes went wide. “What’s happened?” 

Herr Bauer awkwardly acknowledged him with a glance, then looked back at Vater. “I can’t see another way out of it. If their legislature is going to put them in such a treasonous position, what else is to be done? It isn’t as though there were an article of the constitution outlining the procedure for peaceful secession.” 

“Vater, Herr Bauer, please, what has happened?” 

Vater looked up at Henry then and frowned. “Heinrich, what are you doing here? Your mother asked you to chaperone her.” 

Henry gritted his teeth against the heave of his frustration and forced a smile that looked more like a grimace. “She is enjoying the company of Frau Müller and Frau Leonhäuser, sir. Neither of those ladies need to be chaperoned.” 

His father’s frown deepened. “You know your mother is loath to move through these functions without a proper chaperone.” 

Henry knew better than to argue, but he couldn’t let this stand. He turned his head and spoke low, though, to minimize the risk of forcing his father to save face. “None of the ladies here require a chaperone, except perhaps the unmarried ones. Why does Mutter need a chaperone?” 

Vater blinked slowly. Henry braced. “You’re right. Go and chaperone your cousin Christina. I’ll send the twins to tend to your mother.” 

“Vater!” Henry exclaimed exasperatedly, then winced. While it was excusable that Peter and Franklin would not think to include him in their affairs, his father knew better. His father didn’t even try to shepherd him into the community, to provide him with means to step into manhood and become an independent member of the community. He had two grown sons already; what did he need a third one for? It exasperated him to no end, but being petulant about it would do him no good.

“Herr Schaefer, come now, put the boy out of his misery,” Herr Bauer said with a chuckle. Henry’s father did not reply with similar amusement, but continued to frown at his son. Herr Bauer regarded Henry with pity and said, “It seems that South Carolina’s legislature has made a formal declaration of secession.” 

“Secession?” 

“Indeed. They have declared their independence from these United States with the intention of forming their own confederation.” 

Henry gaped. 

“It seems they believe the northern states have conspired to elect a man to the presidency whose opinions and purposes are hostile to slavery. Therefore, they feel they must declare independence to protect their so-called property.” Herr Bauer’s tone was light, wry, and steeped in sarcasm. Vater shook his head, his lip curled in disgust. 

“They make a mockery of democracy,” Vater hissed. “They do not put their lives on the line for freedom. What an outrageous and backwards lie. They only rebel to protect their own power and wealth.” 

Vater sighed, rubbing his brows exasperatedly with his fingers. Henry forgot his impatience for a moment at the drawn, despondent expression on his father’s face. It was a reminder that his father had fought in his own futile rebellion back in Germany, before Henry had ever been born. He’d paid dearly for the loss too. It was how they’d ended up here, in the middle of the snowy American prairie, pursuing the Utopia they lost to the tyranny of the German Confederation. 

“Do you think Buchanan will declare war?” Henry whispered. 

“He can’t declare war,” Bauer replied. “That would be acknowledging that there is a country to declare war upon. Besides, Buchanan is too much of a Southern gudgeon to do anything. Lincoln will surely inherit the whole sordid mess.” 

But there would be war. Henry knew it deep in his bones. He wished desperately that his father had spent even a fragment of the amount of time describing his battle experience as he had expounding upon the philosophical imperatives of the 1848 German Revolution. Perhaps if he had, Henry would feel a bit more prepared for the prospect.

Vater glowered at Bauer for a moment, then turned his glare upon Henry. “Heinrich, that’s enough. Go to your mother. She will be devastated when she hears this news. Be a good boy and make sure she has an enjoyable evening.” 

Henry gritted his teeth. “I thought you were going to ask Franklin and Peter to do it?” 

“But they are not right here in front of me being churlish. Get on, now, go.” 

“Now, Herr Schaefer, surely the boy must have his own designs for an enjoyable evening—”

“Thank you for your insight, Herr Bauer, but I know how to father my son. You heard me, Heinrich.” 

Henry’s chin worked for a moment and he glared at his father before turning on his heel and marching back across the gymnasium. It wasn’t fair that he had to bear all the familial burden when his brothers were free to conduct themselves however they chose. How was it that the duties somehow all fell to the third son? Were not the second and first sons to bear the brunt of the responsibility? 

He was only halfway back to his mother when Christina bounded up, her wool skirt dusted with snow, and effused, “Did you hear the news?” 

Even his flighty little cousin knew before he did. Henry turned his glare on her.

“Not for want of trying,” he ground out. 

Christina’s blue eyes were wide as saucers and she grinned with excitement. “South Carolina is gone!” She paused for effect. “They said they’re their own country now and a whole assembly of other states are going to join them!”

“Wait, other states?” Henry whirled to face her. “Which ones?” 

“They’re saying Mississippi, I think? Or was it Missouri?” Christina frowned. “They really should give them some more distinctive names, I think. Oh, Henry, it’s war for certain!” 

She seemed gleeful about it. Albeit, she was somewhat of a glutton for drama, but even so. Henry frowned at her. She didn’t notice, but instead whirled on him with wide eyes.

“Henry! You don’t think you’ll enlist, will you?” 

Henry looked back at his father, conferring with Herr Bauer, and his brothers at the center of another group of younger men. He wondered if they were making plans to enlist without him.

“Perhaps,” he replied at length, his eyes still on his brothers. 

“Oh Henry, you can’t! Your mother would be devastated — don’t you remember Cincinnati? She’s been so delicate since then.” 

“Oh, come now, Christina, this is different. If Lincoln resolves to defend the Union, it will be a real war. Not some scrape with Know-Nothings in the streets.”

The band began playing the Grand March just then. Henry found himself sourly paired with his cousin for the dance. As they passed and nodded to other couples, he could hear snatches of conversations, hushed whispers speculating about the implications of South Carolina’s affront to democracy. Henry could not focus on the dance steps. As the couples paraded across the gymnasium floor, he felt his resolve build. It felt wrong, but he hoped for war. He hoped that Buchanan would act to reign in the rebels quickly. He hoped that Lincoln would take action if Buchanan did not.

He hoped that the war would last long enough for boys from Minnesota to see battle. He felt terribly guilty for desiring deathly violence, but what other way could there be? Not only did there seem no course left for the country to find compromise, but for Henry himself, how else could he escape his mother’s coddling and prove himself? If he stayed here, he would rot in the shadows of his brothers like an over-watered seed. 

⸻
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Faribault, Minnesota

Saturday, April 20, 1861

HENRY stood with Peter and Franklin outside the courthouse among a huge throng of young men eagerly awaiting the recruiting captain. News had spread like wildfire of the attack on Fort Sumter over the past week and Governor Ramsey had promised a regiment to bring the southerners to heel to the newly-inaugurated President Lincoln. It was here. It was war. And Henry was ready. 

His body hummed with excitement as he craned his neck to look over the men gathered outside the courthouse. His mother had been in tears as they set off yesterday from New Ulm. Henry knew he should have felt guilty for causing her such distress, but this was what he’d been dreaming of for months now. A chance to get out of the remote frontier and do something of consequence. Show the world what he was made of. 

“Look at these Grünschnabel,” Peter said in German, hands on his hips as he surveyed the crowd. “I’d bet not one of them has ever picked up anything more dangerous than a hoe.” 

Franklin snorted. “We’ll show them all how we do it in the Turnverein, right Heinie?” 

Henry crossed his arms and rolled his eyes. There were a lot of fellows here. He’d had no idea there were this many men in Rice County, much less this many who fancied themselves soldiers. 

The crowd hushed as a man in a crisp, navy blue paletot stepped out of the courthouse, flanked by two others similarly smartened up. Casting a superior eye over the crowd, the officer raised his eyebrows in surprise. 

“Gentlemen of Faribault, the Governor will be pleased to hear how many of you are in support of the Government, and in favor of the maintenance of the Union. We’ve been instructed to recruit seventy-six able-bodied men and after our officers, we can use about sixty of you. Will the men with their own guns please identify themselves?”

Men across the crowd held rifles aloft. Henry looked around wide-eyed as he realized there were well more than sixty men gathered here. He and his brothers had no rifles amongst them—it hadn’t even occurred to him that it might be a criteria for selective service. The only rifle in their home belonged to their father and he was certainly not sacrificing it for the cause, not when there were Indians roaming the area looking for food. If the three Schaefer brothers wanted to enlist, they’d need to be chosen. Peter and Franklin seemed to be coming to the same realization because they began twisting and squeezing their way toward the front of the crowd.

Henry followed his brothers’ lead, doing his best to slip between the other young men. But while his brothers were tall and slim, Henry was shorter and broader. Where they were able to slide past, he found his way blocked. Not to mention that other men were seeing the writing on the wall as well and trying to jockey their own way toward the captain and his officers. In an instant, Franklin and Peter were nothing more than two sheaves of wheat-colored hair floating through the crowd and Henry was trapped behind a throng of mill men eager to make their mark on the field of battle. 

The captain peered out at the crowd, attempting to count the riflemen and separate them from the others. Henry continued to try and shoulder his way forward, but the other men were now actively barring his means of catching up with his brothers. 

“Gentlemen, attention!” one of the lieutenants bellowed authoritatively. The jockeying and hum of anxious murmurs ceased as every man tried to model his suitability for the service. “Captain Dike and myself shall select sixty men for our company and then the rest of you may register your names with Lieutenant Thomas. If those rebels aren’t licked after the three months service currently called for, we may fall back on you for aid.” 

With that, the three commanding officers set off into the crowd. All those with rifles were accepted (except for one boy whose voice hadn’t yet dropped) and then the lieutenants began selecting men, seemingly at random. 

“Sir, I have a rifle at home!” one man shouted. It earned him a point and a nod from Captain Dike. 

“I also have a rifle at home!” Peter shouted, reaching his hand into the air and taking full advantage of his height. The Captain pointed and nodded at Henry’s brother and Peter shouted in triumph, then proceeded across the road to the field in which the lieutenant was organizing the selected men into ranks. Franklin inexplicably followed Peter and to Henry’s horror, the captain did not seem to notice. Henry redoubled his efforts to squeeze his way to the front of the throng, but at this point, the other men gathered were wise to his scheme and blocked him back. 

“Get back, greenhorn,” one man spat. “Let the real Americans do the fighting.”

Henry gritted his teeth and pressed down on the urge to show the bastard what it meant to fight. He’d done enough wrestling at Turner Hall that he was confident he could take the other fellow. He clenched his fist at his side.

The crowd was just beginning to get rowdy when the captain climbed back up the steps of the courthouse and shouted, “Gentlemen of Faribault! Attention!” 

The crowd simmered down. Henry cast a glance over at the men selected for service. They stood straight with self-satisfied smiles on their faces, listening to the lieutenant give instructions unintelligible from this distance. He spotted Peter and Franklin among their ranks, grinning and casting each other congratulatory glances. God damn them. He shouldn’t have been surprised that they left him behind, but hell, it still provoked him. 

“We have reached our allotment,” the captain announced and the crowd that remained immediately expressed their frustration. “If there is a need, we will certainly call on you for your service. Please form an orderly line if you would like to register your name with Lieutenant Thomas.”

Henry felt his chest tighten and his stomach fall as he set his mouth in a straight line. This had been his chance. He’d boggled it. If he’d just been more assertive, stuck closer to his brothers ... if he had taken his father’s gun. His fists clenched tight as his sides and he glanced back again at Peter and Franklin as he reluctantly began to make his way into the registration line. Now they’d come back with all the glory, with medals and stories of gallantry, and he’d be the same old Heinrich, stuck in a limbo between boyhood and manhood, planting wheat and potatoes for the rest of his days. 

Later, the twins approached Henry as he sat glumly on the curb of the boardwalk edging Main Street. 

“What happened to you, Heinie?” Peter asked exasperatedly, throwing his hands up. “I thought you were right behind us.” 

Henry glared. Franklin set a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’m sure it’ll only be a month or two before they put out another call for soldiers. I hear the Southerners are drawing most of the officers from West Point, so it won’t be so easy to tamp them down.” 

“I can’t go back home,” Henry croaked and buried his face in his hands. 

Franklin and Peter exchanged uncertain looks. 

“Well, maybe you shouldn’t,” said one.

“Maybe you should stay here,” said the other. 

“After all, if you went back to New Ulm, you might miss it when they call for reinforcements.” 

Henry looked up at them, his head tilted skeptically. “Mutter won’t stand for it.” 

Peter shrugged. “She doesn’t need to know.” 

“We’ll just ... imply you’re with us.” Franklin offered. Was it possible that flicker of his eyes was guilt? 

Henry looked up at his brothers under his brows. “You’d do that?” 

“Just until you can enlist and get to Fort Snelling. Then you can write Mutter and Pater and tell them you got transferred to a different company.” 

Henry frowned. “And what do you propose I do in the meantime?” 

Franklin deferred to Peter, who shrugged and replied easily, “Get a job.”

⸻

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

III


[image: ]


St. Anthony, Minnesota

Saturday, April 20, 1861

“YOUR heart will grow to love him.”

Cate gripped her hands tightly together on her knees. Her shoulders, jaw, her chest—everything was tight with the effort to hold in her frustration. It was the night before her wedding. Tomorrow she’d have to vow to love, cherish, and obey Richard Ellis until death parted them. And the entire thought of it made her stomach churn.

“Just wait until there’s children,” Margaret continued, her fingers tucking a few stray hairs behind her ear. “When someone has made it possible for you to bring something so small and miraculous into this world, there is no way to deny him your heart.”

Cate hadn’t intended to actually be present at her own wedding tomorrow morning. After the mob had descended upon the Grey’s home and she’d seen Mr. Ellis’ true character, she’d taken in piles of laundry, working her fingers to the bone in hopes of growing her pile of pennies into something of use. Her plan had been to book a steamer ticket out of town, maybe cart herself out farther west. But then her father had taken ill and had been laid up for nearly the entire winter. Cate had been obliged to invest both her money in support of meeting her father’s accounts and her time to focus on caring for him rather than take in more laundry. With Margaret beholden to her new infant, she and Cate had made certain to keep her father as isolated as possible, lest baby Joseph fall ill too. So with her funds cleaned out and Mr. Ellis eager to be married come the first signs of spring, she found herself in her attic room, penniless and out of choices with a wedding first thing in the morning. 

“Get some sleep,” Margaret said, standing and giving Cate’s hand one final squeeze. “All will be brighter in the morning.”

The stairs creaked as Margaret made her way back downstairs. Cate’s candle was burning low, casting more shadows than light across the small attic room. Etta was breathing soft and slow in the bed already. Cate refused to allow herself to think about how different her new bedfellow would be come tomorrow. Her best calico dress was laid out on top of her trunk, packed with the trousseau her grandmother had started for her and that she and Margaret had finished. A lifetime of preparation for what? Serving a husband and rearing children? Was that all there was? Cate swallowed hard and reminded herself to take a deep breath. 

There had been a time, not so long ago, back in Pennsylvania, when she thought she might like to be married. When she saw George Jacobs and his wife together at the Philadelphia Society of Friends meetings, she thought she would like the same happiness. A man whose eyes followed her with such tenderness. Someone whose quiet jokes were meant only for her ears. The serialized novels Cate had read in her youth had filled her imagination with romance and love matches and honorable men with titles and fortunes. She had been content with her lot then, daydreaming about a handsome fellow while sewing handkerchiefs for her trousseau. 

But then she had read Uncle Tom’s Cabin. And then Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, Solomon Northrup. Pamphlets by Angelina Grimke and speeches by Sojourner Truth. Catherine Beecher and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. And it became abundantly clear that those novels were just fiction. A fantasy to placate women to waste their lives tending to men. If women did indeed possess a stronger moral connection to God, then wasn’t it her duty to use it? Cate had thrown herself into abolitionist texts in spite of her father’s condemnation of them as radical. He still never missed an opportunity to grumble about how it had spoiled her for marriage. As loath as she was to admit it, perhaps he was right. After all, she was about to become the ward of a pedantic (and penniless) law student who had traveled west because he couldn’t secure a position in more civilized lands. Now that she’d turned twenty-six, he was the last option she had left. 

Cate sighed. There was no way she was going to be able to sleep, so she rose, pulled on her wrapper and padded downstairs in stocking feet. Slipping into the kitchen, she hovered her hand over the stove and stoked it, taking the heavy iron from the shelf and letting it heat on top. A pile of trousers were draped across the kitchen chair, waiting to be pressed. If she wasn’t going to sleep, she might as well finish the Pioneer lumber mill’s laundry. They didn’t much care when her wedding was, as long as their lumbermen had trousers to wear while dancing logs on the Mississippi. 

She reached for the oil lamp and set the glass shade aside. She hesitated with her sputtering candle in hand. She felt momentarily guilty for wasting the oil, but then lit the wick anyway. Surely after pressing a few pairs, she’d begin to get drowsy. She just had to get out of her own head. Placing the shade back onto the lamp, Cate reached down and swung the table leaf out, draping her ironing-cloth across it. She took up the first pair of trousers and snapped them in the air to shake out what wrinkles she could. 

As she held the pair of trousers by the waistband, a heady thought crystallized in her mind. They looked about her size. 

Cate held the trousers out in front of her. The waistband seemed right and they were a good length for her height too. She stared at the brown cotton twill for a moment, tracing the seams with her eyes as she chewed her lip. Perhaps. 

She looked up at the kitchen door, listening for anyone in the household stirring. Ensuring that the drapes were closed, she shrugged off her wrapper and draped the cotton oak leaf print over her ironing-cloth. She held the trousers out and pulled them over one leg then the other. She tucked her nightgown in between her thighs and pulled the waistband up over it, fastening the buttons down the front with bold fingers. 

She was tall enough. The cuffs just grazed the top of her foot. She flexed her knees. She felt strangely naked without any heavy skirts. 

What if ... 

What if she were to just disappear? What if there was no Cate Stowell come dawn for Richard Ellis to wed? What if she became James or Frank? Charles had a sort of dignified ring to it...

A log in the stove cracked as it burned and crumbled, startling Cate out of her thoughts. Right, she was ironing. Snatching up her thick rag, she picked up the heavy iron and held it up near her cheek, close enough to tell that she had left it too long and it would scorch the clothes. 

She shook her head. This was foolish. If anyone caught her trying on the trousers of her customers, she would be laughed right out of town. She set the iron on the edge of the stove, balanced on its back end so it could cool. She should just go to bed. Every girl got married at some point in her life. Even Angelina Grimke and Elizabeth Cady Stanton had married. Marriage was not, she chided herself, the end of the world. 

She removed the trousers and restored them to the pile on the kitchen chair. She pulled her wrapper back on, flipping her dark braid out of the collar before fastening it. Margaret was right. What she needed was some sleep. She turned the wick down on the lamp to extinguish the flame and took up her stub of a candle. Every woman felt such anxiety the night before her wedding. This was just normal prenuptial jitters. It was time for her to tuck away childish fancies and take up her place in society. She would do well to focus on what marriage might afford her, rather than lament the freedoms she was losing. For one thing, she wasn’t going to be stuck under her father’s thumb anymore. That was a marked relief. (Although she wasn’t optimistic about what Richard Ellis’ thumb might be like.)

Her candle held to light her way, Cate tip-toed quietly out of the kitchen and down the hall. As she pivoted around the newel post, her eyes snagged on her father’s cap and jacket hanging on a peg next to the front door. She stilled, taking them in for a long moment. 

The notion that you could somehow pass for a man is truly ridiculous, she chided herself. Go upstairs and go to sleep already. 

But she didn’t. She just stood in the hall, holding her candle, staring at her father’s hat. Just next to the peg hung a small, scratched looking glass. She shook her head and rolled her eyes. Come now, she thought, You would never pass for a boy. I’ll prove it to you. 

Setting her candle on top of the newel post, she stepped over to the cap and pulled it squarely onto her head. Taking up her candle again, she peered at her reflection in the small mirror. 

She scoffed, murmuring, “Nothing more than a poor excuse for fancy dress.” 

Even so, she tucked her hair into the cap with her fingers. If she squinted, her tall stature could assist the illusion. She pulled on her father’s jacket as well. She shrugged to settle the wool around her neck, pressing her lips into a firm, masculine line. Her shoulders were broad enough, her jaw sharp enough. Her round eyes and soft, smooth cheeks made her seem significantly more youthful than her actual age, but ... who knew? If she really committed to the act, perhaps folks would be fooled. Especially folks who had never seen her before.

Men across the city had been clamoring for a chance to fight the rebels after what had happened at Fort Sumter. What if she disguised herself and enlisted? She felt a squeeze of longing in her chest. Cate met her own eyes in the mirror and imagined herself in uniform, facing down the enemy. 

She shook her head and snorted derisively. Now that would be a desperate endeavor indeed. 

She gave herself a flippant salute in the mirror, then turned to the side, hunching her shoulders a bit to reduce her bosom. Her breasts were small to begin with and without the assistance of her corset, it was surprisingly easy for the swell of her breasts to disappear beneath the heavy drape of the jacket. If she was strong enough to wring laundry all day, surely she was strong enough to build earthworks or load a cannon ball. She raised her dark eyebrows at herself in the mirror. 

She was fairly certain servicemen were required to have a medical examination upon enlistment. There was no way to keep a doctor from noticing she was the wrong sex. Shaking her head, she pulled off her father’s cap and shrugged out of his jacket, hanging both carefully back on the hook. It was a flight of fancy, really. A ridiculous notion.

Regarding herself in the mirror once more, her wispy dark curls doing their best to twist free out of her braid, the image of her belly large and round burst into her mind’s eye unbidden. She swallowed hard over the lump that appeared in her throat. 

“If God intended me to be a man,” she whispered to her reflection, “I’d have been born one.” She knew how to care for children. Perhaps she would find her purpose in a few of her own. Surely they would look like her too. Not just like Richard Ellis. Her chest felt tight and wrong.

Cate wrinkled her nose and turned toward the steps. 

Everyone gets married, it’s not the end of the world. Everyone gets married, it’s not the end of the world.Everyone gets married, it’s not the end of the world.

⸻

The next day, Mrs. Richard Ellis was quiet the entire wagon ride from the church. Margaret held her hand, plucking a stray thread from her calico dress, and said, “Well, that was a very nice service.” 

Cate didn’t answer. 

Instead, she looked out over the ridge at the glutted Mississippi River, flooded from a week of rain and snowmelt. She could have simply disappeared, trekking over to St. Paul, maybe taking work as a lumberman somewhere, but she’d been too afraid. Having never been a man, she feared they would have ferretted her out right away. While the idea of fighting in a regiment filled her with excitement—imagine finally doing her bit for emancipation—reinventing herself as a laborer did not hold the same appeal. Was there really a difference between the hard labor of housekeeping and the hard labor of lumber milling? 

So here she was, riding with her stepmother in her father’s wagon, on her way to the reception Mr. Ellis was hosting at the defunct university hall. He had acquired modest lodgings at his boarding house for the two of them and Cate was staring down the prospect of her wedding night taking place above the bedroom of a stranger. She could not have designed a much more mortifying scenario if she’d tried. 

When their wagon pulled up outside of the towering edifice of the main university building, Cate felt a sense of displacement that made her profoundly lonely. Mr. Ellis—she supposed she should probably think of him as Richard now that they were married—bounded down the steps to offer her his hand as she descended the wagon box. 

“Hello, Mrs. Ellis,” he said, his mustache stretched over his beaming smile. He was thin and angular, cutting a sharp figure in his wool jacket and trousers. He wasn’t a cruel man. None of his irritating behaviors were harmful or brutish. He seemed to like her well enough. And he wasn’t bad-looking either—perhaps a little skinny, but he was of a height with her, which was more than a good many men could claim. Dark hair slicked down, that infernal mustache crawling over somewhat crooked teeth. Large brown eyes, a little sunken but certainly not unfeeling. She felt guilty that she could not be happy with the arrangement, but no matter how much she calculated his individually inoffensive attributes, she could not come up with a sum that satisfied her. Cate searched his eyes and wished she could feel as carefree as he seemed to be. But she could not shake the feeling that while he only stood to gain a wife, she had lost her self-determination in the exchange. 

Accepting his proffered hand, she arranged her hoops and stepped gingerly from the wagon box. Despite the chill in the air, and their fingers both swathed in gloves, she could feel the warmth of his hand in hers. This would be alright. It had to be. Even as a mediocre lawyer, he walked a charmed life, but he would still bleed were he cut, same as her. Don’t let perfect be the enemy of enough, she reminded herself and tried to return his smile. 

The reception was objectively very fun. Margaret and some of the other ladies from her church had prepared a wonderful spread of venison and a variety of pies and preserves. The cake was incomparable. Margaret’s brother brought his fiddle so they were able to do a few reels and country dances, which lifted Cate’s spirits more than she would like to admit, especially given her clumsy dance skills. But this was her wedding, which meant there were few people whose company she did not already enjoy and perhaps it was the tipple of raspberry spirits, but by the end of the evening, she felt much more at ease and optimistic about her future. 

Which was good, because she still had to go to Richard’s lodgings and consummate their union in a cramped boarding house bed. The thought of this led her to sneak another glass or two of raspberry spirits, so that by the time she was seated on the driver’s seat of Richard’s borrowed buggy, she didn’t much care what the rest of the night held.

Mrs. Greenleaf, the widow proprietress of the boarding house, greeted the newlyweds and showed them upstairs and into a small, cozy room containing a lovely oak bed with a crochet lace coverlet. Richard set Cate’s suitcase on the dresser as Mrs. Greenleaf shut the door firmly behind her. When he turned to face Cate, she could see he was nervous too. 

“I apologize for the accommodations,” Richard said with a helpless shrug. “I have a meeting at the mayor’s office on Monday with good prospects for a position, but it will be some time before I’ll have the means to build you a proper house...” 

Cate mirrored his shrug and said, “Don’t worry, it’s fine.”

Richard strode across the room on his spindly legs and took her shoulders in his hands. “You are a saint for being so forgiving, but it is not acceptable. You deserve a place to call your own.” 

Cate met his eyes. She liked to see him this way—nervous, unsure. It was a side of him she had not seen before. Perhaps it was the wine or perhaps it was his eagerness to please, but she grasped him by the cheeks and gave him a chaste kiss. 

Their union was awkward, fumbling, vulnerable. It was not explosive nor passionate, but it did feel safe. And that was more than Cate could have hoped for, given the circumstances. He was responsive to her and ensured he did not hurt her. Cate found she rather liked it. It felt nice to be filled that way.  

When he became enthralled in his own passions, Cate watched him curiously, observing his wet panting and his attenuated thighs working diligently. He had a narrow patch of dark hair on his chest, not more than a few dozen hairs really, and she wondered what made it grow particularly right there. 

She was startled when he strained against her suddenly, letting out a yelp and collapsing on top of her. She had understood of course how it all was supposed to go but she hadn’t anticipated quite such a startling climax.

“...Richard?” she asked, tucking her chin to try and get a look at his face nestled against her neck. She could feel his moist breath on her shoulder. “Are you alright?” 

He let out a contented sigh and turned towards her. His mustache tickled her cheek as he murmured, “You’re lovely.”

It was the first time he’d ever said anything like that to her. Given what had just gone on, it didn’t feel particularly poignant. More of an afterthought, really. And it wasn’t evident whether he thought she looked lovely or felt lovely or was just lovely in manner. Did it matter? 

After a moment, he rolled off of her and curled up under the coverlet, a contented smile across his lips. Cate shifted uncomfortably as she noticed a distinct wetness between her thighs. Yanking her chemise down, she tucked herself under the covers as well and turned to one side to face him. Though she could sense that he’d decided the consummation had concluded, she still couldn’t help but feel that there should be ... more to it than that. She’d had longer encounters with herself before her younger sister was born and she’d had her own bed to sleep in.

“...Richard?”

“Hmm?” he mumbled, not opening his eyes. 

Cate couldn’t bring herself to name what was missing, much less ask for it. That wasn’t the kind of thing a virginal bride would say on her wedding night and despite her usual penchant for bluntness, she was trying hard to be a proper wife. So she settled on, “What are you thinking?”

“Oh, nothing,” he said, nuzzling his face into the pillow. 

She believed him. 

⸻
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