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			Introduction

			“She was the only woman in the world worth dying for.” It was these words, which I came across in a reference to Fanny Van de Grift Stevenson, that first caught my attention. They were written by an admirer, not the man she devoted her life to—her famous husband, Robert Louis Stevenson. But Louis, as he was called, actually did risk his life to get to her, crossing the world when he was in ill health, because he felt he could not live without her. “Honour, anger, valour, fire” were qualities he attributed to Fanny, who sustained him with “a love that life could never tire, evil quench, nor death stir,” as he wrote in one poem.

			As I delved deeper into their story, I came to realize that, without Fanny, there would be no Robert Louis Stevenson as we know him. He probably would not have written Treasure Island or finished Kidnapped, and Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde might well have been a different story from the one the world knows today. Without Fanny, Louis probably would not have become one of the most famous and beloved authors in the world.

			Theirs was an unlikely Victorian love story: He was a university-educated writer from a prominent family in Scotland; she was a high school graduate from the rustic Midwest. He was ambitious but in frail health and adrift, penning magazine essays that would likely be forgotten. She was forceful and determined—whether she was seeking her fortune in the Nevada silver rush or studying art in Paris. She was ten years his senior and married, with children, when they met. How could a union between them work—or even happen?

			It was the fascinating and fruitful partnership between Fanny and Robert Louis Stevenson that compelled me to write this book. When the sickly Scottish writer and the American runaway wife met, improbably, in an art colony in France, both were seeking escape from a bland Victorian bourgeois life. They found it in each other. Their marriage was tumultuous, a ship tossing in a frothing sea. But together they created a beautiful adventure that would not have been possible without the other. A Wilder Shore is a portrait of these two extraordinary people and an exploration of the union that stimulated, frustrated, and ultimately sustained them.

			Louis was a self-described “chronic sickest,” prone to violent, bloody coughing fits that appeared to be caused by tuberculosis. But he had the heart of an adventurer. This book travels the world with him and Fanny as they seek better health for him, a looser lifestyle, and more creative freedom—a journey that included their honeymoon squatting in an abandoned silver mine and ended with them living in Samoa, where they joined the native islanders’ fight for independence from imperialist powers. I followed their path—from France and Britain to New York and San Francisco, and ultimately to the Pacific Islands—to bring their story to life.

			A Wilder Shore may challenge some readers’ expectations of RLS (another nickname), who is often thought of simply as an entertaining author of boys’ books and a man who was childish himself. In fact, he heroically overcame incredibly daunting medical challenges to write some of the most towering, indelible prose in Western literature. “He seemed to pick the right word up on the point of his pen, like a man playing spillikens,” author G. K. Chesterton wrote. Through it all, with Fanny, Louis retained the imaginative powers of youth that fueled his writing and his life.

			Fanny has suffered the unflattering fate of most literary wives, whom critics historically render invisible or pick apart to find evidence of how they helped or hindered their husbands’ careers. This leaves them only half formed on the printed page. Depictions of Fanny often vacillate between extremes: She is either a skilled and caring helpmate or, more often, a prickly, selfish drain on her husband. Many previous Stevenson biographies have denigrated her as a “difficult” woman without further exploring her character. No portrayal has captured the complex and dynamic woman she was or the passion, companionship, and creative energy that became the life force of the Stevensons’ marriage.

			Fanny was integral to RLS’s writing process—from handling the practical matters of life (including the formidable logistics of moving around the world to keep him alive) to encouraging him to write fiction and to delve into psychology and politics in his work. But she too had a vivid imagination, which she expressed in her own writing and in the way she lived her life.

			Fanny left behind several published nonfiction essays and short stories, along with travel narratives and a novel, More New Arabian Nights: The Dynamiter, that she coauthored with Louis. Yet most of her fiction and nonfiction has been dismissed or ignored—even by her own biographers. In part, this began with Louis’s literary clique, who branded her primitive—even “savage”—because she was olive skinned and American. A highlight of my research for A Wilder Shore was locating pieces of Fanny’s work that have received no critical attention. They help reveal some of the themes that absorbed her and shaped her influence on Louis, as well as provide a glimpse of nineteenth-century popular magazine writing—often the most open path to publication for Victorian women. A Wilder Shore is the first book about the Stevensons to consider the body of Fanny’s work as well as that of her famous husband.
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			The Stevensons were as creative and progressive in their personal life as they were in their writings, and their attempt to build a relatively egalitarian marriage nearly 150 years ago has surprising resonance today. Theirs was an exciting but socially unsettled time, when Victorian norms of gender, social class, race, sexuality, and even marriage were just beginning to erode. Louis admired Fanny for her courage and strong views—qualities then deemed almost exclusively masculine—and she appreciated him for his “feminine” dreaminess and sensitivity. Together they created women characters who broke the rules: a female terrorist, a cross-dressing countess with “manlike ambitions” and a lusty sex drive, a runaway from a religious cult, a dark-skinned British woman impersonating a Cuban slave. Louis wrote of the prejudice against immigrants in the United States, and both wrote of interracial love and marriage. In their South Seas writings, both questioned imperialism and the “scientific” theories about race that were used to justify it. They examined the costs of progress and colonialism on marginalized people and Indigenous cultures.

			Achieving parity in marriage was no smooth or easy task. Louis was the peacock in the relationship, the genius and the moneymaker—and, to a great extent, Fanny would see it as her role to keep him alive and writing. There were times when she would feel like a housemaid or nurse; when she had no time even to contemplate who she was; when she resented the expectation that wives should be grateful for money allotted to them as if it were an unearned allowance.

			But although Victorian women were considered biologically suited to the “domestic sphere,” Louis did not expect his wife to contentedly define her life by homemaking. Despite Fanny’s relative lack of education, he depended on her critical insights as much or more than those of his snobby male literary colleagues, much to their annoyance. And he saw to it that she was formally credited as coauthor for a book they wrote together at a time when wives were rarely acknowledged for contributions to their husbands’ work. The couple’s verbal scuffles were notorious, but they were also part of a lifelong conversation that pushed them to evolve and grow.

			There were many times during my research that I longed to step into one of the Stevensons’ homes, an experience Fanny’s daughter, Isobel Field, likened to “the rising of a curtain in the theatre.” Half the time, the couple floated in a somewhat surreal world, on drugs that included laudanum (a tincture of opium) and ergotin (a derivative of the main component of LSD)—remedies that were routinely prescribed for serious illnesses like tuberculosis as well as vague Victorian ailments like “the vapours.” Even their dog, Walter, or “Woggs,” was sometimes on drugs for his “fits.” When Fanny and Louis were well, however, they were lively entertainers, hosting evenings of good food and sparkling conversation. Their eclectic collection of guests ranged from literary luminaries like Henry James to eccentrics like Jane Shelley, who kept the heart of the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, her dead father-in-law, enshrined in her drawing room.

			I’d love to witness Louis as he famously paced the room, brilliantly holding forth in English, French, and Latin, and stopping occasionally to perch on anything but a conventional seat—a dizzying practice that inspired the American historian Henry Adams to liken him to an “insane stork.” I might follow my nose to the kitchen to see Fanny, a renowned cook, putting the final touch on dishes from recipes she picked up on her travels, like bouillabaisse or soufflés. In Samoa, where the couple tended to entertain on a grander scale, she might be supervising the roasting of a dozen or more pigs and hundreds of pineapples from their garden.

			Fanny once said that Louis “taught me how to live.” The Stevensons’ unconventional partnership allowed Louis more freedom within the cage of his poor health, and both partners more freedom within Victorian society, than they might otherwise have sought or enjoyed. It drove them to crisscross the globe seeking new and astonishing experiences that neither could have pursued alone. This is an intimate window into how they lived and loved—a story that is at once a travel adventure, a journey into the literary creative process, and, I hope, an inspiration for anyone seeking a freer, more unconventional life.

		

	
		
			One

			It was the beginning of her life or the end. No thinking person would dare consider crossing that bridge—especially in this tempest, especially a mother traveling with three children. But at that moment in summer 1875, Fanny Osbourne thought only of escape. She was restless, determined, and aching for excitement. The bridge was a challenge.

			Fanny had slipped out of San Francisco like a whisper, fleeing her faithless husband and hustling her children and their governess onto a train bound east. There were no corks popped, no friendly hands waving them off at the station. After stopping to see her family in Clayton, Indiana, she and her children would catch a train to Indianapolis on the Terre Haute, Vandalia, and St. Louis railroad—what people here just called the “Vandalia ’road.” In her bag were four train tickets from Indianapolis to New York.

			But then the rain came. In the summer heat, the first drops that fell from a dim prairie sky may have seemed like a benediction. God knew she needed one—no one but her closest friend, Dora, supported Fanny’s decision to leave her husband. The drops grew into streams and the streams into torrents. For eight days and nights, it poured. Meandering streams swelled into rushing rivers, and the wide White River began gushing over its banks as it cut its way down the state.

			Sheets of rain fell like dark, heavy curtains, trapping Fanny in this brick house with all her dreams of escape. As she waited at the window and rechecked her trunks, she must have felt those dreams pried off and blown away, like the house shingles that bounced and skittered down the road. She could not go back to California, to the little doll’s house where Sam had installed her, to waste what was left of her youth waiting for an uncertain future. A mail steamer, the City of Brooklyn, was in New York harbor, ready to take her and her children to Europe. She was going to be an artist. She was going to put an ocean between her and Sam.

			The storm let up briefly but then let go full force—“as if all the water-spouts of heaven and all the mill-dams of earth had broken loose,” in the view of the local newspaper, the Danville Union. With nearly fourteen inches of rain in Indianapolis—a record for July that would stand for the next 140 years—it was about to become the worst flood of the century in the state.

			Water broke through the levees and swept wildly over fields of corn, wheat, and oats. A stable with three horses floated down one river, and then a corncrib with more than half a dozen chickens on top. The clock was ticking away not only the hours to Fanny’s train but her possible escape routes to Indianapolis. Large sections of the Vandalia track washed away, traffic halted as roads went underwater, and bridges across the White River began to lurch and fall. The tide took down one end of the bridge at Pecksburg, then broke a span between Danville and Cartersburg into four pieces and dumped them in a cornfield.

			Sparked by courage, impulsiveness, or madness—and she was touched by all three—Fanny decided to outrun the flood. She hired a driver and an old country omnibus pulled by two stout horses. The man likely balked when Fanny first approached him—this little lady in a prim traveling suit with its layers of flounces and ruffles. But for a tiny woman, Fanny had a commanding presence. When she was full of determination, her powers of persuasion were impressive—especially with men.

			Under a deceiving soft cloud of curls, her piercing eyes could pin you to a wall, people said. But she also knew when to play helpless. “The aggressive female is always worsted in traveling,” she advised the children’s governess. So while one of her small hands rested on the pistol she always carried in her bag, the other might dab her moist eyes with a handkerchief as she pleaded her predicament. By the time she finished talking to the driver that day, he had agreed to follow her orders.

			The roads around Indianapolis were swampy even in the best weather; driving over them now would be like shooting the rapids. Fanny might have been riding up front with the driver or huddled in back with her children, with only oilcloth storm curtains to keep out the muck as they slid along the road and plummeted into ruts, churning up spumes of mud. Either way, her bustle would have been a serious liability, making it impossible for her to dig her feet into the floor and brace herself against the seat back. Though she could fold the bustle up like a fan behind her, she still had to perch, rather than sit, on the front of the seat leaning forward—an especially precarious position when a plunge into a deep hole could throw the passengers into a heap on the floor.

			When the travel party came to a bridge that was still standing, men ran toward their vehicle trying to wave them off, shouting that it was unsafe to cross. But the driver lashed the horses to go ahead and they hurtled over it minutes before the bridge collapsed, Fanny later wrote. Nearly every bridge in the county would be wiped out before the flooding stopped.

			By the time Fanny and her children reached Indianapolis, her story must have been written all over her—her traveling suit caked with mud, weeds, and silt. But the legend of this bold, even reckless woman had already gone before her. On the train, as one conductor relieved another, he introduced her as “the lady who drove over the Vandalia ’road.”

			After Fanny and her children had arrived safely in Europe, she described that part of their journey in a letter to Dora. She insisted that she would never risk her children’s lives like that again. But her account of their narrow escape had more swagger than regret, as if she had started a journey from which there was no turning back. It was not just a test of the limits of her nerve—it was a test of the limits of being a woman in that era. It was the first of many times that Fanny would plunge into the unknown, heedless of the consequences, to pursue her dreams. It would make her a famous woman—and change the course of literary history.
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			Nothing about the baby girl who entered the world during tornado season in Indiana, on March 10, 1840, was boring or predictable—that needs to be established from the start. Her parents—twenty-nine-year-old Esther and twenty-four-year-old Jacob Vandegrift—gave her the gentle, flowery name Frances Matilda. But even as a child, their daughter had no use for such sweetness and would abandon it for the sassier nickname “Fanny.” (Later, in Europe, she also refashioned her maiden surname Van de Grift, in deference to her seventeenth-century Dutch ancestors.)

			Even Fanny’s baptism in the White River thirty-three years before she crossed its raging waters was dramatic. At the time, the Vandegrifts lived in Indianapolis next door to the church of the young minister Henry Ward Beecher, abolitionist and brother of Harriet Beecher Stowe. The town, especially the female population, was intrigued by this upstart parson who preached about prison reform and wore open shirts instead of a white cravat. When a lock of his long, wavy hair fell onto his face during sermons, he swept it off with a dramatic brush of his hand.

			Like the rest of the nation, Indiana was then caught up in a fiery debate about which Christian religion practiced the only valid method of baptism—sprinkling, pouring, or immersing—a dispute that bored the forward-thinking Beecher to tears. He and a few like-minded ministers announced they would hold a cross-denominational baptism, and Beecher pledged to baptize those who wished to join his congregation by any method they chose. With nearly the entire town watching, Esther Vandegrift stepped forward into the river with Fanny, and a cascade of water spilled through Beecher’s fingers over the baby’s head, glittering in the April sun like raindrops from heaven.

			Though Indianapolis was by then the state capital, it might as well have still been a frontier town—largely isolated by a river that was too shallow for commerce and land too swampy for decent roads. The unpaved streets oozed with deep, sticky mud and were littered with tree stumps and weeds. Beecher’s first services were held in a makeshift church upstairs in a building where a flock of sheep also congregated on Sundays. Many townspeople still lived in log cabins and nearly everyone kept pigs. With their skill in opening gates, the pigs were often out and about in the streets and were probably the only ones who luxuriated in the mire.

			Fanny would recall her childhood life there and, later, on her family’s farm in nearby Clayton as primitive. The women made clothing from coarse linsey-woolsey, which was woven on looms in nearby farmhouses. When the clothes were too worn to wear, they tore them into strips and wove them together into rag rugs. To her, the backwoods town’s only connection with the outside world seemed to be the National Road. Every couple of weeks, she thrilled to watch a mud wagon lumber along it, heading for unimaginable places—though, in fact, it went only as far as Illinois. “Oh but that was romantic to me, leading as it did straight out to the wide, wide world!” she later wrote.

			The town and the surrounding woods were a child’s land of enchantment—of drinking sassafras tea and catching lightning bugs in a jar to read by at night. Purple cabbage and flint corn grew fat in the garden, wild turkeys and geese flew overhead, and healing herbs like snakeroot and slippery elm were within reach. “Laid up in the trunks of hollow trees were rich stores of wild honey,” she later recalled. “And the forest, traversed by cool streams, where wild vines clambered from tree to tree, made bowers fit for any fairy queen.”

			Yet the thin, tough little girl was more tomboy than fairy queen. She refused to be left behind with the girls to sit quietly and play with dolls while the boys jumped out of trees and forded streams up to their necks. Instead, she roamed the woods with the boys, gathered dirt and gravel in her skirt to build forts and rivers, and once used a neighbor woman’s best lace nightcap to catch minnows. She was a prototype for Jo March, years before Louisa May Alcott created the strong-minded, boyish sister in Little Women.

			“Fanny was what the children called a ‘tomboy,’ and always preferred the boys’ sports, the more daring the better,” her younger sister Nellie Van de Grift Sanchez wrote in her fond biography, The Life of Mrs. Robert Louis Stevenson. “She was a high-spirited, daring creature, a little flashing firefly of a child, eagerly seeking for adventure, that might have brought upon her frequent punishment were it not that her parents held exceedingly liberal views in such matters.”

			Jacob Vandegrift, who had run away from home in Philadelphia to escape a cruel stepfather, believed that parents should withhold discipline and leave children to develop according to their intrinsic natures. Consequently, his children adored him. Jacob wanted his five daughters to feel that they could be independent and fearless. He raised Fanny, Josephine, Betty, Cora, and Nellie like his son, Jake—teaching them to ride, shoot, hammer nails, and hunt, though Fanny refused to kill an animal or bird.

			Jacob was a builder who owned his own lumber and real estate businesses, though he “made money easily but spent it royally,” according to Nellie, and would die poor. He had a deep chest, broad shoulders, blue eyes, and rosy skin. Fanny, a daddy’s girl, loved to sit on a fence to watch him do circus tricks on horseback. She inherited his penetrating glance and mouth, which turned down slightly at the corners, as well as his fiery temperament.

			“He had a hasty temper but a generous heart, and while his hand was always open to the poor and unhappy, it was a closed fist ready to strike straight from the shoulder to resent an insult or defend the oppressed,” Nellie wrote. He was also fair-minded and loyal. Though Esther Keen reportedly confessed to him during their courtship that she had already been married and divorced, he wed her without further questions. And he stayed loyal to his onetime neighbor Henry Ward Beecher, during Beecher’s 1875 trial for adultery.

			Fanny never heard Esther speak an angry word to a child—an impressive feat for a mother of six, especially in an era when parents were free with the back of their hands. Aside from her gentleness and beauty, Esther would be most remembered for once holding a rabid dog’s mouth shut to protect her children until help arrived. Fanny clearly got her physical fearlessness from her mother.

			But Esther’s daughter seemed to inherit her rebellious spirit from the more colorful women in the family—like Aunt Polly, who puffed on a corncob pipe when smoking was almost unheard of in women. Or Aunt Knodle, who sat in her window—“ready, like Dickens’s heroine, Betsy [sic] Trotwood, to pounce out upon passing travelers,” Fanny wrote. Anytime Aunt Knodle saw a horse she thought was being mistreated, she seized its bridle and lectured its driver.

			Fanny never knew her maternal grandmother, a vivacious beauty named Kitty Weaver, but she knew the story of her vanity by heart from the hushed moment she was first shown Kitty’s red satin slippers. According to the family story, on her way to a ball, Kitty walked to her carriage in the snow in the thin slippers and caught a cold that killed her. Later in her life, Fanny would be known for wearing red ballet slippers and other delicate shoes “often totally unsuited to the occasion,” according to Nellie.

			Fanny’s paternal grandmother, Elizabeth Vandegrift, would sniff at Kitty’s story and insist that she had worn much daintier slippers in her youth. “But when I looked at my grandmother and studied her features, her high hooked nose, her big, keen eyes, sharp like swords, the haughty outline of her curved lips, her massive shoulders and deep chest, and listened to her imperious voice, doubts assailed me,” Fanny later wrote. “I could believe that she had led an army of Amazons in cuirass and buckler, but my imagination refused to picture her in a silken train smiling at gallants from behind her fan.”

			Elizabeth fed Fanny’s imagination with wild and frightening bedtime stories about witch-fires, apparitions, and the Inquisition. But it was the whole aura of her grandmother’s storytelling sessions that sent shivers down Fanny’s spine. After she led Fanny in bedtime prayers about hell and damnation, the tiny child would mount Elizabeth’s big mahogany four-poster bed, feather bed, and mattress “stuffed with the best curled hair.” From there, she watched wide-eyed as Elizabeth dismantled her grandmotherly self one piece at a time—first her lace cap, then the false front of hair over her forehead (which looked to Fanny as if she were removing her scalp), and finally her black skullcap.

			“With the skull-cap my grandmother, as I knew her, disappeared and a strange and awful man stood in her place,” recalled Fanny, who would then bury her face until the lights went out. “Though my terror was excessive, I do not think I should have liked the stories, generally grim or tragic, so well in a different setting.” Fanny developed a flair for Gothic melodrama from these sessions, where Elizabeth “told every incident as dramatically as though she had participated in it herself.” It was a talent she passed down to her granddaughter, and one that even Fanny’s detractors would grudgingly admire.

			When Fanny was in high school, neighborhood children gathered on the cellar door after supper to hear her tell ghoulish tales. Sixty years later, her schoolmate Ella Hale could vividly remember how they huddled closer as the evening sky grew as dark as Fanny’s eyes. “Fanny was always the central figure,” Ella recalled, “because she was the only one who could tell really interesting stories.”

			If Jacob Vandegrift’s children were to develop as nature made them, Fanny concluded at an early age that it was her nature to be evil. “That heaven was not for a wicked child like me who could not always tell wrong from right, I was convinced,” she later wrote. Her boldness and temper may have helped convince her of this, but the biggest influence seems to have been her olive complexion. Though it is not apparent in photos, it was considered dark-skinned in a time and place that idealized a fair complexion. At school, children taunted her with a nasty rhyme: “N——, n——, never die, black face and shiny eye.” Later, rumors reportedly surfaced suggesting that Esther’s first husband might have been Fanny’s Creole father.

			At home, Fanny’s complexion was “the despair” of her dark-skinned mother’s life. Aunt Knodle embroidered shoulder-length nankeen mittens, which were sewn onto the girl’s dress every day to keep her hands and arms from getting any darker. Grandma Elizabeth tried to bleach her skin with lotions and soaps, and sewed Fanny’s gingham sunbonnet into her hair before she left the house. When all the rubbing and scrubbing failed to produce the requisite magnolia skin, however, Fanny’s grandmother finally concluded, “She is that color by nature—God made her ugly.”
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			But Fanny grew up to be pretty—the most attractive of the Vandegrift sisters, Nellie wrote, with her “piquant prettiness and sparkling vivacity.” As a teenager, she tamed her curly dark hair by pulling it into two long braids. This showed off her delicate mouth, straight nose, clear complexion, and eyes that were like black velvet.

			Before long, gangly teenage boys were lurking around the Vandegrift house and carving Fanny’s initials longingly into trees. With five lively girls in the family, the home became a social hub for dances and card parties, which scandalized their Quaker neighbors. Even George Marshall, Fanny’s childhood buddy, started treating her like a girl. Marshall would seem to be a highly eligible suitor for a spirited girl like Fanny: Dark and attractive, with large melancholy eyes, he was a talented actor, dancer, and singer. But even he didn’t have a chance when an eighteen-year-old named Samuel Stewart Osbourne came to town.

			Fanny was sixteen years old and clattering in the garden on stilts when the young Kentuckian pushed open the front gate to make a social call. He was tall and handsome, with steady blue eyes, thick blond hair, and a Southern genteel manner. He also had an air of assurance that the local boys probably lacked: He was already private secretary to the governor of Indiana. And he was intriguing, if not a little dangerous: a free thinker, avowed atheist, and relentless charmer. The attraction was immediate. That night, Fanny is said to have told her sister Jo that she could have George Marshall because Fanny intended to marry Sam Osbourne. She did, a year later, on Christmas Eve 1857, in a house that her father gave her as a wedding gift.

			Some guests were taken aback by how young the bride and groom were. “They looked like two children,” one remarked. Still, they would have looked like children in dazzling dress-up. Fanny wore a heavy white satin gown trimmed in old lace, with a low-necked bodice. Her hair, pulled away from her bright black eyes, fell in curls around her neck. Sam wore tight, fawn-colored trousers strapped under varnished boots, a white brocade waistcoat sprigged with lavender flowers, and a lavender-blue coat that must have brought out his milky blue eyes.

			Not much is known about the first few years of the Osbournes’ marriage, except that a swift thirty-eight weeks after the wedding, eighteen-year-old Fanny gave birth to their first child, Isobel Stewart—“a honeymoon child,” as Sam would later tell his daughter. Nellie wrote only that Fanny was happy and idolized her husband as she had her father. But four years into their marriage, by the time the Civil War broke out, Sam was ready for a change. He sold Fanny’s house—now his property, though Fanny may have supported the idea—to purchase a farm with his father-in-law. Then he moved his wife and Isobel, commonly called Belle, in with the Vandegrifts, and he volunteered for the Union forces.

			Sam’s fighting spirit proved short-lived, however. In the kind of restlessness that would become a pattern, he resigned his post with the 46th Indiana Volunteer Regiment six months after he was called up, without seeing any action, and enrolled in the local guard. Within another year, Sam was two thousand miles away from his wife, in a dusty silver-mining camp in Nevada, having sold his share of the farm. With borrowed cash, he had embarked on another noble venture, to help George Marshall (now Jo’s husband) get to the warmer climate of California in hopes of healing the tuberculosis he had contracted during the war. George died crossing the Isthmus of Panama, but Sam continued on. Once he reached the West, he got caught up in silver fever.
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			“Perhaps, Jo, we are going to return to you very rich!” Fanny wrote to her sister from New York in spring 1864, on the first leg of a journey to join Sam in Nevada. She gleefully repeated what Sam had written to her about San Francisco: that the miners’ shirts had diamond buttons and their women bathed in champagne, and their white marble houses were like sculptures. Under her joyful words, however, a grimmer motive for heading west might have lurked. Fanny was trying to hang on to her wayward husband.

			The journey took forty-seven days. The transcontinental railroad would not be completed for another five years, so she and six-year-old Belle traveled by train to New York and by steamer past blockaded Confederate ports to Panama, where they visited Marshall’s grave—the first time, Belle would say, that she saw her mother cry. Then they crossed the isthmus by rail and sailed to San Francisco. From there, it was another 450 miles in a jostling stagecoach to Austin, Nevada, where Sam was working his silver claim.

			It took remarkable spirit and courage for a twenty-four-year-old woman who had never been more than twenty miles from home to embark on such an arduous journey unescorted. Slender, barely five feet tall, and looking like a teenager, Fanny must have seemed like easy prey for swindlers, and worse.

			She braved ship rats and seasickness, stifling heat and filthy accommodations. She was cheated by railroad ticket takers—one went so far as to throw her and her baggage on the tracks—and accepted money that a gallant man collected from other passengers to help pay her and Belle’s fare. Recounting this in a letter to her sister, she tried to head off any scolding from Jo about her scruples. “Believe me, I was quite proper,” Fanny insisted. “I began by refusing.” But she quickly added, “Do not tell this to our folks. It’s useless to worry them.”

			Despite Fanny’s brave front, she was clearly distressed. Even before reaching Panama, she was counting her pennies and stuffing Belle with pine nuts to curb her hunger. Yet like other women who headed to mining camps, Fanny was probably sustained through her journey in part by visions of greater status for women in the West. She was a voracious reader and no doubt familiar with the growing genre of stories, novels, and poems for women that portrayed the West as a place where they could gain influence and power.

			Advice for women heading west could be found in such unlikely sources as Godey’s Lady’s Book, alongside sumptuous hand-colored engravings of nineteenth-century fashions. And Godey’s stories such as “Beauty Out West: or How Three Fashionable Ladies Spent a Year in the Wilderness” suggested that women might even find life in the wilderness purer and nobler than in civilization.

			Jacob Vandegrift was more skeptical about the promise that a genteel life awaited his daughter on the frontier. Into the envelope of a farewell letter, he had slipped a pocket derringer to protect her, he wrote, from “the riff-raff.” And while he commended Fanny for her courage, he also warned her to be careful: “The West is a promising country, but dangerous. I fear that you will find life there very different from what you have known.”
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			The desolate Nevada wilderness that Fanny saw from the stagecoach must have seemed almost unearthly, with its dry lakebeds and desert seas dotted by sagebrush and squat piñon pines. She had gone beyond the reach of the National Road that had seemed so exotic in Indiana, far from the comforting embrace of the flat green cornfields and flower-embroidered meadows she had known.

			Located in a forbidding steep, narrow canyon in the Toiyabe Range, the Austin area had seen few white people beyond Pony Express riders until a worker at one of their stops discovered an outcrop of silver-bearing quartz in May 1862. By the following September, up to a hundred people arrived a day—a pace that startled even mining veterans—and hundreds of potentially rich mines were being worked. Then just as quickly, around the time Sam Osbourne arrived, the fever began cooling.

			When Fanny and Belle stepped off the stagecoach, the slapped-together town was already in decline, as shaky as the tumbledown brush huts, tents, and canvas-roofed shacks that dotted the rocky landscape. Gusty winds off the mountains blew snow and ice through the camp in winter and clouds of dust in the scorching summer—and were a real hazard for women in wide skirts and crinolines. Drinking, gambling, and brawls were common, along with nighttime robberies at gunpoint on the unlit roads.

			Unknown to Fanny when she left Indiana to join Sam, the couple was broke. He had borrowed money to buy a share in a mine that so far hadn’t panned out. In a letter to her family, Sam had promised that Fanny would not have to cook or wash dishes in Austin, leaving her “plenty of time to read and draw [and] teach Belle.” In fact, Fanny would not only have to haul water from the Reese River to wash dishes and make her own soap—she would have to leave Belle to roam the encampment largely on her own.

			Yet there was a footloose spontaneity to camp life that must have cheered Fanny, at least at first. She had barely settled in when half a dozen women arrived at the Osbourne cabin one snowy evening and invited her to accompany them to a party at a camp a few miles away. There were no mirrors, so one of them held up a tin frying pan for her to look into while she arranged her hair. Then the group piled into a sleigh made of a large packing box on runners and sledded down the snowy hills. There was no shortage of dance partners at the party: Fanny was among a handful of women in a roomful of men.

			In their tiny mountainside cabin, Fanny set about turning hardship into a calico-skirted adventure. She built the furniture herself and turned old dresses into curtains. For Belle, who slid down a dirt hill to their door from a trail above, she made panties out of flour sacks. Fanny’s life as a camp wife was never idle. She chopped wood to heat the water she hauled for bathing. She set up a shooting range in her backyard and killed intruding rattlesnakes with a Colt revolver. To complete the picture of the frontier woman, she took up smoking and learned to roll her own cigarettes.

			Fanny’s cooking skills were pushed to the limit by the scarcity of ingredients that came out of the dry alkaline dirt. She later recalled, “Beef and bread…bread and beef was almost the sole diet at Reese River.” She devised fifteen ways of preparing beef, no doubt shedding tears of frustration as she did, and cooked it as best as she could on a sagebrush fire. In the absence of yeast, she made soda bread. Her greatest triumph, according to her sister Nellie, was making imitation honey for griddle cakes out of boiled sugar with a lump of alum.

			Fanny also kept a cool head about the dangers of frontier life. People in Austin were jumpy about the possibility of attacks by the local Paiute and Shoshone tribes. In 1860, a short but deadly burst of fighting had broken out between miners and Paiutes at Pyramid Lake, about 150 miles west of Austin, and tensions between the groups were kept vividly alive by the overblown reporting and prejudices of the local newspaper, the Reese River Reveille. So it was with some fear that Fanny noticed Paiute men beginning to gather outside her windows and watch as she did her chores. She didn’t want to offend them by closing the curtains. Instead, sensing that they were hungry, she served them bread and tin cups of coffee—actually a hot concoction made with bran that passed for coffee. “They would divide the food carefully, eat it and go away silently,” Belle later recalled in her autobiography, This Life I’ve Loved, “but never without adding to the stack of firewood by the side of the house.”

			While Sam was struggling in the mining camp, Fanny was thriving. It seemed that there was not much she could not handle. Like many frontier women, she was discovering that Victorian roles of men and women were blurred in the West. Single men darned their socks and washed their own dishes. And although women were still expected to soften the rough edges of the frontier with their gentleness, the kind of work required of them belied any notion of females as weak or delicate. In the West, women could be both masculine and feminine—a perfect fit for Fanny.

			Other rules were different here too. There were about six thousand men and fewer than sixty “respectable” women in Austin. With the dearth of women and the transient nature of their lives, friendships between women were difficult to build and sustain. So women in the camps crossed class boundaries to become friends. And married women went out with and entertained both married and single men at home.

			As it was in Indiana, Fanny’s home became a center of social life in Austin. Men from different countries gathered there in the evenings to talk, play monte and charades, and sing songs that reminded them of home. For Queen Victoria’s birthday, Fanny threw a dinner for some of the English miners, even attempting a plum pudding.

			As much of a draw as her genial husband and cozy house were, many of the miners must have been there just to be near Fanny. She was a mesmerizing combination: tough but feminine, witty and fun but with a reticence that also made her mysterious. At twenty-four, her sexuality was beginning to mature. And she had decided to embrace her “exotic” beauty, defiantly wearing jewel tones that brought out her olive skin.

			Despite their scruffy beards and flannel shirts, many of the miners who gathered at the Osbourne home were college-educated young men—adventurous, living on the edge, and working in the most dangerous conditions. With her freshness and natural beauty, Fanny was like a soothing breeze blowing through the stifling heat of the mines. Many of them must have fallen in love with her. Sam’s business partner, a curly-haired Welshman named John Lloyd, would fall the hardest.
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			In Austin, six-year-old Belle Osbourne begged her father to take her where he went when he disappeared to work every day through a hole in the ground. So one day Sam put his daughter in a bucket hung by a rope over a deep mining shaft and casually stuck a burning candle into a lump of clay on her cap. Then he lowered her into the dark mouth of the mine, where little glimmers of candlelight on the caps of the workers below made her feel like she was floating above the stars.

			This magical scene was one of the most vivid memories of Belle’s childhood, made more so because she was received at the bottom into the arms of a miner named Johnny Crakroft. With the shortage of child playmates, Crakroft would become one of her best friends in Austin. On baking day, Belle was allowed to visit the reclusive miner in his cabin, where he shaped dog and elephant treats for her out of sweetened sourdough. When she was older, her father told her that Crakroft had fled Virginia City after he was suspected of killing a man.

			In mining camps, children like Belle enjoyed the kind of freedom that would make modern parents giddy with fear. When the Osbournes moved to Virginia City, Belle’s best friend was a barber and gambler named Billy Bird, who was of mixed black, white, and Cherokee blood. Unlike the miners, in their slouch hats and muddy boots, Bird wore the professional gambler’s signature sweeping frock coat and a shining diamond in his shirt. He taught Belle not to be afraid of Native people and cut her hair in a “boyish bob” that he slicked down with bear’s grease.

			On the slopes of Mt. Davidson, 6,200 feet above sea level, “Virginia,” as they called it then, was a city built on silver—literally. A vast network of tunnels and timbered shafts curved through the earth hundreds of feet below the bustling streets. According to Mark Twain—who developed his colorful style as well as his pen name at the local newspaper, the Territorial Enterprise—the city was also literally booming: “Often we felt our chairs jar, and heard the faint boom of a blast down in the bowels of the earth under the office,” he wrote in Roughing It.

			The mountain was so steep that the city slanted like a roof and was laid out in a cockeyed, crazy-quilt fashion. With about eighteen thousand residents, it had all the features one associates with a boomtown: enormous wealth, drunkenness, gambling, holdups (of women as well as men), opium dens, and loose morals. On summer nights, the city was like a great, dazzling street fair—a torch-lit parade of peddlers, showmen, and quack doctors selling apparatuses to test lung health.

			The town was also home to a growing number of wealthy families who built fancy brick and stone houses and dressed in stylish clothes. The Osbournes would not be one of them; their home was a cardboard and canvas shanty. When the wind swept down the mountain, the cloth walls in these flimsy houses would flap back and forth, “literally alive with moving mirrors and pictures,” one resident recalled. A gallery of family pictures floating about could make you feel as if you were being visited by ancestral ghosts. More alarming was the possibility of fire. Fanny stayed up nights watching nearby blazes to make sure the flames didn’t swoop down on the wind and send her tiny tinderbox of a home up in smoke.

			In Virginia City, Sam decided that he was not cut out for mining and got a job as a court clerk. It is understandable—miners there worked deep underground, in temperatures as high as 120 degrees and under threat of cave-ins and flooding. Less defensible, Sam borrowed more money to buy shares in a new mine. Though he wrote to Jacob that he was putting aside funds to pay off his debts, the Osbournes’ finances were still tight enough that Fanny had to take on outside work.

			Sam put a cheerful spin on this in his letter home. Fanny was “doing splendidly” sewing for the wealthy townswomen during the day and babysitting their children while the women socialized in the evenings, he wrote. She earned four dollars a night—“a day’s earning for a miner.” Even more lucrative was her skill at cards, where, he boasted, she could rake in forty dollars a day. Thinking better of this, he assured her father that “this shall be her last gambling.” For his part, Sam thanked Jacob for not losing patience with him. “Most people in your fix would have blown a youngster up sky high who had filched a thousand dollars of their money into the sea.” He assured Jacob that he would stay there “till Doomsday” working to pay him back.

			Sam was shaping up to be a spotty, if good-natured, provider, but Fanny was loyal to him and believed he was to her. “I am sure I wouldn’t change my sorrel-top for a man with a ton of gold,” she wrote to Jo. But cracks were beginning to show in their marriage. In the same letter to Fanny’s sister, Sam mentioned their arguing and brazenly urged Jo not to believe everything Fanny wrote, adding, “You know she is not accountable for what she says, for her mind is not exactly right—her head is not screwed on right exactly—and she is prone to take offence at everything.”

			Sam began to look for comfort elsewhere—and in Virginia City, he did not have to look far. Prostitution put down roots early there, so it was firmly entrenched by the time wives and other “respectable” women arrived. One of Fanny’s contemporaries noted that many of the men “live after the Salt Lake style, only they are not as honorable as old Brigham was, for he married all his wives according to his religion. Here they marry but one, and the unmarried ones are always dressed the richest.” Sam certainly made sure that his mistress’s house was richly dressed, as Fanny discovered when she arrived home from a rare trip to San Francisco to a literally empty house. Sam had lent all their furniture to his new mistress.

			Fanny carefully worded a letter home about it, leaving out the woman’s line of work, though her rage was palpable. “You spoke of my nice furniture. Sam lent the most of it to a woman while I was gone and now she refuses to give it up,” she huffed. Fanny planned to take the matter into her own hands. She would confront the woman herself, she wrote, and if Sam’s mistress refused to give Fanny’s furniture back, she would involve the police.

			Fanny got her furniture back, but not her husband: Soon he was on the road again, fleeing his wife and debts, and wooed by the mirage of another silver strike that would finally pay. He set off with forty or so other prospectors to the Coeur d’Alene Mountains in Idaho, leaving Fanny and Belle to cope as best they could in Virginia City. This time, Fanny didn’t hear from him for months.

			It was an anxious time to be alone in the Comstock. Silver in the shallower ground appeared to be exhausted. Banks, which could finance the machinery needed to reach the deeper, richer deposits, were taking over silver mining, buying claims from individual miners for a song. Fanny stuck it out in Virginia City for several months, but when her friend John Lloyd decided to throw in the towel and head for San Francisco on Christmas Eve, she joined him, dressing Belle as a boy for the journey.

			Almost as soon as they arrived in San Francisco, Fanny received word that Sam had been killed in an Indian attack on his prospecting party. Whatever was left of her righteous anger with him must have melted into grief and regret. Unlike many wives of her time, she had refused to ignore her husband’s infidelity. One can imagine that she even felt a twinge of wickedness and guilt for driving him off. But she also had to look forward. She was a penniless widow in a strange city, with an eight-year-old child to support. At twenty-six years old, she dragged her weary body into a heavy black mourning dress and likely wound her country-girl braids around her head to look older. Then she went out to find a job.

		

	
		
			Two

			Fashion was big business in San Francisco when Fanny and Belle arrived. In a city founded on getting rich, what better way for a new millionaire to advertise his wealth than by parading his well-dressed wife? Yet the women who set the style in San Francisco were not the society wives but the city’s prostitutes. While most prostitutes lived in poverty, many others, especially the madams who ran their own brothels, were regular patrons of small clothing shops, fueling more respectable economic opportunities for the women who owned and staffed them. For a short time, before male-dominated department stores and ready-made clothing took over toward the end of the century, female milliners and dress- and corset-makers did a thriving business. And in San Francisco, their shops provided one of the few places where women could enjoy an exclusively female culture.

			Ironically, female dressmakers thrived as long as women wore fashions that were constrictive and uncomfortable. The decade’s new emphasis on women’s rears ushered in a crinoline called the “crinolette,” which humped in back and encased women in a steel and cotton cage from the waist down. Soft, homemade corsets gave way to professionally made longer and tighter ones with whalebone or steel stays that compressed a woman’s rib cage and squeezed her stomach bulk into her chest cavity—and required professionally constructed bodices that fit over them like skin. Yet forgoing a corset was not an attractive option to most women. It was seen as sloppy, while wearing a corset was a sign of self-control and self-respect.

			Almost all American women could sew, but few could enter the dressmaking trade with only home-sewing skills. Fanny decided she would be one of them. As a child, she had learned to do delicate needlework on the ruffles for her father’s shirts, and she put elaborate trim on the dresses, petticoats, and panties she made for Belle. According to her sister Nellie, Fanny was hired as a fitter, who cut garment pieces from cloth—the highest position in a shop. It seems more likely that she was a lower-paid finisher, who did fine needlework and trim. For her to land either position was exceptional. It might have helped that, according to Belle, her mother also passed herself off as French without speaking a word of the language—a ploy that could only have worked because no one ever tried to converse with her in French.

			It was just as well that Fanny didn’t need to speak at work—she was too anxious, overworked, and depressed to want to talk much anyway. Belle claimed that period was so painful to her mother, she would not want to speak of it for the rest of her life. When their money ran low, Fanny took a room south of Market Street in the cheap boardinghouse where John Lloyd was taking up residence. On a “mean street” near a shot tower where molten lead was poured through a copper sieve to make bullets, it was a sketchy place for a single mother with a small daughter—a rough neighborhood populated mostly by sailors and single men.

			Fanny worked day and night, hunched over a needle and thread, making dresses for ladies that she could not afford for herself. It was repetitious work that strained her back and eyes and left her fingers numb. During the day, she had no choice but to leave Belle in the care of the landlady and her son while she went to work. In the evenings, her lamp-lit fingers crocheted baby socks and bootees and embroidered pincushions and sachet bags, while her daughter slept in the room they shared. Fanny sold these through the Women’s Exchange, a charity marketplace that sold goods made by poor women.

			Dreary as their life was, Belle would recall, “There were bright spots even there, and the brightest of all was John Lloyd.” Like Fanny, Lloyd was barely scraping by after his poor luck in the Nevada mines. But the young blond Welshman had not lost the ambition that brought him to the United States. During the day, he worked as a law clerk. In the evening, he studied law books he checked out from the library.

			Lloyd devoted every Sunday, his only day off, to Belle—giving Fanny a much-needed break and opening up another adventurous world to her daughter. Starting off in the dim morning fog, they would row out in a hired boat among the ships in the bay. When they found one that Lloyd thought was friendly, they asked to climb aboard and a rope ladder was dangled over the side. One week, Belle recalled, they might be served breakfast by a sailor “with a bare chest and arms most fascinatingly adorned with ships and anchors and ladies with fish tails,” which he obligingly displayed for her admiration. The next week, a South Seas islander might give her a carved coconut for a gift. From there, they took a paper bag of cream puffs to eat on a perch at Fort Point, at the narrows of the Golden Gate.

			Thanks largely to Lloyd, Belle would remember a meager birthday in the boardinghouse as the happiest of her life. “My mother (at the cost of I dare not think how many stitches) bought the head of a china doll and made the body herself, stuffing it with rags,” Belle later recalled. Out of bits of leftover silk and satin from the dresses she made for women, Fanny crafted a remarkable miniature wardrobe for the doll—“clothes that could be put on and off and most elegant underwear trimmed with lace and perfect in every detail, even to the tiny buttons and buttonholes.”

			Lloyd bought a miniature tea set and made a chair and table out of a cigar box for the doll. Using the Welshman’s penknife, Belle cut her birthday cupcake into four pieces and served them on tiny tin plates. “My mother, in her black dress, did her best to smile,” Belle later wrote. “John was very gay and looked happy and boyish with his pink cheeks and crisp curly hair. I imagine he was working as hard to distract my mother’s attention as he was to entertain me.”

			In fact, the boyish, blushing Lloyd was hoping to do more than distract Fanny. As a mutual friend later said, Lloyd was “crazily in love” with her. Sacrificing his Sundays to take care of her daughter was a pretty clear declaration of that, as was his suggestion that Fanny and Belle take a room in his boardinghouse, where he must have thought he could watch over them—and surely dreamed of romancing Fanny. Her black widow’s dress might have even made her more alluring. For Victorian men, mourning gowns were quite tantalizing—a sign of a woman’s bereavement but also a symbol of her sexual experience and new availability. On a young, pretty woman, it must have been a potent combination for a man in his twenties.

			Whatever dreams Lloyd had about Fanny, however, they were soon shattered. One day, Belle was playing on the stairway in the boardinghouse when the front door opened. Standing in the doorway was a tall man with a wide hat and trousers stuffed into his boots. Sam Osbourne had returned to reclaim his wife.
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			Sam could explain everything. He and another miner, Sam Orr, had strayed from their prospecting party, avoiding the “Indian massacre.” Then they had tramped, hungry and penniless, through deserts, small towns, and settlements, doing odd jobs to work their way home. Sam may not have picked up many useful skills in the Comstock, but he had learned how to tell tall tales. He told Belle he had escaped death four times in one day—by thirst, drowning, ambush, and rattlesnake bite.

			Belle later seemed puzzled why Sam did not get word that he was alive to Fanny sooner. One can guess that it was because once back in civilization, he took time to sample some of its pleasures on the way to join his grieving wife. Fanny must have been skeptical of Sam’s story, but she would have wanted to believe him. She was relieved that he was alive and hoped that they could make a fresh start.

			Sam got a job as a law clerk. Fanny got pregnant. The family moved to a rented house on Fifth Street, where John Lloyd boarded with them. Fanny wrote home that their house had a bedroom for Lloyd, who paid them forty dollars a month for room and board and laundry. It was not an unusual arrangement in those days, though a little awkward given Lloyd’s feelings for Sam’s wife.

			Sam wrote to tell his father-in-law he was considering investing in another mine. Apparently, this was the last straw for Jacob. “Your letter, containing the command to come home, was received a few days ago,” Sam replied to Jacob in February 1867. “I need not tell you that I would be mighty glad if I could make the arrangements to go home right off—but I can’t do it yet.” He had debts to pay and no money for their tickets home, he wrote. In reality, though, Sam had no intention of going back to “the states,” as people in California still called the eastern part of the country. After a blistering Methodist upbringing, he experienced San Francisco as a cool salve of tolerance and freedom.

			Fanny could see that Sam, like other men who went west to make their fortunes, would also feel too humiliated to return home without one. But Fanny believed he should feel no shame, since he had done his best. “I am sure you will none of you think any the less of us now that we are poor—though I can assure you that we don’t intend to remain so,” she wrote to her brother, Jake.

			Even with Sam back in town, the family was poor—to the point that Fanny avoided social calls out of shame for her threadbare clothing. She had traded her widow’s weeds for a sturdy housedress that could take daily dirt and sweat. But the family was too strapped for her to retrieve her proper clothing—customary morning and evening gowns, walking suits and carriage dresses—out of storage in Virginia City. When the outdated clothing finally arrived, she tore out the seams and recut and retrimmed them so she could visit the relatives of her sister Jo’s new fiancé, Ben Thomas. “I remember when I lived about as well and thought I was poor,” she wrote to Jo after visiting their home. “I know what being poor is now.”

			When she finished her housework, Fanny crocheted puffy baby sweaters with ribbons and lace to sell through the Women’s Exchange for one dollar apiece. “Someone is always wanting for a sack, so I am kept in a continual hurry,” she wrote to Jo, “one is lying before me now unfinished that I had been working at all day, Sunday though it be.” She was also learning to use watercolors to hand-tint photos. If she should need to do it for money, she wrote, “It is very showy, cheap, and can be done in a short time.”

			With Fanny’s fingers flying to help keep her family afloat, Belle continued to enjoy an uncomfortable amount of freedom. Sam would take her to a matinee and see her “safely” to her seat. Then he would leave her alone in the dark theater while he moved on to other engagements, meeting her in the lobby after the play. “I am sure my father must have shocked the whole community by taking me, an innocent child of nine, to see The Black Crook,” she recalled of one musical spectacle about black magic. “The depravity of that burlesque shook the world.”

			Though Sam had a carefree demeanor, he also had spells of deep depression. But Belle wrote that she never heard her father say a cross word. She fondly recalled that he would sneak her puffs of his cigarette over his shoulder when Fanny wasn’t looking and take her on “glorious walks,” where he told her, “Learn to enjoy the moment. Yesterday is gone, tomorrow hasn’t come yet.”

			Signs of depression slipped into Fanny’s letters home. She missed the companionship of her sisters but despaired of ever enjoying it again. “That I should seems too great a happiness for me,” she wrote to Jo. It was a wisp of a line, thin as a shaving from her pencil, slipped between talk of her garden and her work. But it told much about the sadness welling inside her. She felt that she was not entitled to happiness or able to control her own destiny, and the two seemed as entangled as the threads she rolled between her fingers into a knot.

			Fanny and Sam did not write much about each other in their letters home. Both wrote much more warmly about John Lloyd, who had graciously found Sam work at his own expense. “You don’t know what a good fellow Lloyd is,” Sam wrote to his father-in-law after Lloyd graciously withdrew from applying for a higher-paying job so that Sam could secure it instead. And Sam was clearly relieved when Lloyd passed up another job offer in Mexico. “If he had gone I would not know what to do, for he is our right bower,” Sam wrote to Fanny’s brother, Jake. “If we go back—or rather when we go back—we will certainly take him with us.”

			Lloyd’s feelings for Fanny continued to spill out in quiet, poignant ways. Sam was cross with her when she brought up going home, but Lloyd tried, at least, to bring her family closer. He secretly took a picture of Jacob to be elegantly framed so that Fanny could mount it on the wall and feel that her father was looking down on her. “Wasn’t that thoughtful and kind?” Fanny wrote delightedly to Jo. “He is always doing something of the kind.”

			While her husband’s eyes were wandering, Lloyd’s were glued on her. When Fanny had a photo of herself taken, he insisted on buying two. “I think it flatters me a great deal,” she noted, basking in the attention. “I was never half as pretty in all my life.” Lloyd seemed to have studied her from her head to her tiny size-four feet. For Christmas, he gave her a beautiful pair of French slippers “that fit exactly.”

			Could Sam have been blind to the steamy emotions clouding the windows of his home? He might have simply been too preoccupied to notice. Shortly into her pregnancy, Fanny discovered that he had another mistress.

			Fanny kept Sam’s infidelity, as well as her pregnancy, from her family—it must have been too painful and humiliating to write about them. But a teary letter to her newly married sister Jo said all that she could not put into words. Fanny reflected on the aspects of Jo’s current life that ensured a secure and happy future as well: “Your little child with you in your own home, no anxious ponderings over tomorrow, a husband you can respect and believe in implicitly, and who loves you—there is much in your lot to be envied by any woman.”

			In April 1868, Fanny gave birth to the couple’s first son. She planned to name him Lloyd Samuel, but Sam insisted that his own name come first. (Though Samuel Lloyd bore a strong resemblance to Sam, he went by “Lloyd” most of his life, and it is used here for clarity.) A month later, Fanny left her husband. Barely recovered from childbirth, she packed her trunks and gathered her children for the trying journey through Panama and New York to Indiana.
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			The apple trees in the orchard and the deep, shady porch welcomed Fanny, Belle, and baby Lloyd back to the Vandegrift home and kept them there through the following spring. For nine-year-old Belle, the visit would leave memories of warm ginger cookies and barrels of cider in the root cellar, pale gold cornfields in autumn and first snow in winter. For Fanny, the homecoming must have been bittersweet. Though the house was bulging with her siblings, they were all moving on with their lives. Jake was in business in Indianapolis. Jo
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