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“In this extraordinary war, extraordinary developments have manifested themselves, such as have not been seen in former wars; and amongst these manifestations nothing has been more remarkable than these fairs for relief of suffering soldiers and their families. And the chief agents in these fairs are the women of America.

“I am not accustomed to the use of language of eulogy; I have never studied the art of paying compliments to women; but I must say, that if all that has been said by orators and poets since the creation of the world in the praise of women were applied to the women of America, it would not do them justice for their conduct during this war. I will close by saying

God Bless the women of America.”
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President Abraham Lincoln 
Remarks at the closing of the U.S. Sanitary Commission Fair 
Washington, D.C., March 18, 1864






Chapter One

1861

Dorothea tied up the sack of salt pork and hard bread—enough for a week if Thomas didn’t find some poor soul in greater need to share with—and pressed the back of her hand to her forehead, taking a deep breath, fighting to still the whirl of thoughts. She knew she had forgotten something, something essential, something her husband would suffer without on the long marches through hostile lands, on the cold, lonely nights away from home. If she remembered what it was after he left the Elm Creek Valley, after he crossed the pass through Dutch Mountain with the other brave and patriotic men who had decided to answer Mr. Lincoln’s call to arms, it would do him no good whatsoever. Though he was the love of her life and her most cherished friend, she could not follow him into war.

From behind her came the sound of a muffled sob, and Mrs. Hennessey emerged from the pantry, wiping her eyes with the corner of her apron. At the sight of the housekeeperʹs tears, Dorothea pressed her lips together and inhaled sharply, briskly tightening the knot on the sack of provisions. She would not weep; she must not weep. Thomas had asked her for only that as he held her after  they had made love the night before, that she not mourn him until he was truly gone. “I have every intention of returning to you,” he had said, kissing her cheeks, her lips, her forehead, brushing her long brown locks gently off her face. “You must believe it too. Your hopes will sustain us both.” In the semidarkness she had nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Thomas was not a superstitious man; he knew very well that men died in war, and the prayerful wishes of a devoted wife would offer him no protection from a Rebel minié ball. But neither would worry, and with baby Abigail to care for and many friends and neighbors looking to her in their worry and distress, she must choose confidence, hope, and determination. She could not, on the eve of his departure, distract Thomas with worries that she could not manage without him.

Mrs. Hennessey did not need to disguise her true feelings. “A man like Mr. Nelson’s got no business marching off to war,” she said, her ruddy cheeks flushed with indignation, frenzied strands of curly gray-streaked auburn hair escaping the bun at the nape of her neck. A longtime employee of Thomas’s parents, she had cared for Thomas since he was a boy in Philadelphia and had accompanied him when he came to Water’s Ford to take over Two Bears Farm and run the town primary school twelve years before. “A man like him ought to be in Washington City running things, not risking his life scrapping with the rabble. Don’t he have a farm to look after, and his book to write, and a family that needs his protection?”

“All the other soldiers have families and livelihoods too,” Dorothea pointed out, as she had the first dozen times the proud and protective housekeeper had expressed that opinion. “They can’t all stay home. Nor could Mr. Nelson both advise the president on matters of state and look after things around here.”

Mrs. Hennessey dismissed that with a wave of her hand, as if to say a smart man like Thomas Nelson could figure a way around  the impossibility of being in two places at once. “All I know is, you don’t want him to go any more than I do, and he wouldn’t, if only you’d tell him about your condition.”

Dorothea nearly dropped the bundle of food she had packed so carefully. “How did you—” But of course. Every Tuesday, Mrs. Hennessey did the washing. She would know that Dorothea was late. “You must not tell him. Promise me. It’s much too early.”

“Of course I won’t breathe a word. It’s not my place.” Mrs. Hennessy gave her apron a vigorous tug, then hesitated, brushing off imaginary crumbs. “But if telling him would change his mind—”

“He might go anyway.” Thomas believed the Union cause was just and noble, and he was not a man to sit safely at home while other men risked their lives for principles he held sacred. “Would you have him go into battle worried and distracted?”

“I wouldn’t have him go at all, and neither would you.” Mrs. Hennessey regarded her sharply, her blue eyes red and puffy from tears. “You and your parents, and all them folk from Drowned Farm—”

“Thrift Farm,” Dorothea amended mildly, out of habit. As a child, she had lived with her parents and brother in a community of Transcendentalist Christians who had been enlightened ethicists and philosophers but poor farmers. Though the farm had been lost to a flood years before, obliging Dorothea’s family to move in with her cantankerous uncle Jacob, even newcomers to the Elm Creek Valley, like Mrs. Hennessey, considered it a fine subject for jokes.

“Pacifists, each and every one of you,” Mrs. Hennessey declared. “Pacifists and abolitionists. You might as well be Quakers.”

“Might as well,” Dorothea agreed, setting the bundle of food beside the rest of the gear Thomas had left near the front door, wishing she could remember what she had forgotten to pack for his long and dangerous journey away from Two Bears Farm.

She found her husband in Abigail’s room, standing silently beside  her crib, stroking her soft, downy hair with a touch as light as a feather. She watched him from the doorway, his slim, wiry frame as familiar to her as her own limbs, his sandy hair boyishly thick, his beard neatly trimmed, bearing only a few threads of gray. His round spectacles caught a narrow shaft of sunlight that slipped between the drawn curtains. Blinking back tears, Dorothea came up behind him, wrapped her arms around his waist, and pressed her cheek to his back between his shoulder blades.

“I’m tempted to wake her,” he murmured, clasping Dorothea’s arms with one hand, resting the other upon Abigail’s head, as pretty and fine as a porcelain doll’s. “To say a proper good-bye, to hear her laugh one last time—”

“It won’t be the last time you hear her laugh.”

“I know, but my little baby will be gone by the time I return. She’ll be walking, talking, a proper little girl rather than a babe in arms.”

Dorothea almost blurted out her precious secret, but she had lost a baby early once before, and she was thirty-one, rather mature to be carrying only her second child. She could not stuff one last heavy burden of worry into his pack just before he set out. “The sooner you win this war for Mr. Lincoln,” she said instead, “the younger she’ll be when you come home.”

“I’ll get right to it, then.”

Dorothea tightened her embrace. “There’s no hurry.”

He laughed softly, amused by her quick contradiction. “We can’t miss the festivities. You and your friends worked too hard to make sure we had a rousing send-off.”

“It was mostly Gerda’s doing,” said Dorothea. “Anneke too.” Anneke Bergstrom was one of Dorothea’s few friends with cause to celebrate that morning. Her husband, Hans, had no plans to enlist, and since he had never become a naturalized citizen after immigrating to the United States from Germany, he could not be drafted if the state failed to meet its recruitment quotas with volunteers.  Gerda Bergstrom’s emotions, however, were surely conflicted. Though she was likely relieved that her brother would be safe, she was thoroughly and irrevocably in love with Dorothea’s brother, Jonathan, who intended to enlist as a regimental surgeon. The grand farewell in front of the courthouse in Waterʹs Ford was intended to rally the men’s spirits before they set off for Harrisburg to enlist, but perhaps it would also serve to stoke the women’s courage. Preparations for the men’s departure had occupied their time and thoughts for two weeks, but after the last notes of fife and drum faded and the banners and bunting were taken down and put away, many long, lonely, empty days would stretch ahead of those left behind.

“My modest beloved,” said Thomas dryly, turning to embrace her. “Always giving the credit to others.”

“The rally was Gerda’s idea.”

“Yes, but you organized the ladies of the town, assigned tasks according to their abilities, kept everyone on schedule, and negotiated more than one truce between squabbling parties. I think Mrs. Hennessy perhaps chose the wrong Nelson to send to Washington City.”

Dorothea smiled, wistfully, at the often-discussed suggestion, wishing once again that Thomas could go to Washington rather than to war. “I organized the ladies of my sewing circle,” she acknowledged. “They organized their own neighbors and sisters and friends. I didn’t do everything on my own.”

“The ladies of this town would accomplish little outside their own homes without you to lead them.” Thomas laced his fingers through hers and kissed the back of her hand. She loved his hands, their strength and tenderness, the farmerʹs calloused palms and the scholar’s ink-stained fingertips. “You have a gift, my dear. Use it well. With their men gone, many of your friends will be at loose ends. You could encourage them, help them to be industrious—”

“Yes, I certainly will,” she choked out, fighting back tears, forcing  a smile. “I’ll be as stern a taskmistress as I was once a teacher. I won’t allow any of my friends a single idle moment to waste in worry. When you men return, you’ll see how well we women managed in your absence, free at last of the yoke of male dominion.”

His eyebrows rose. “You make me afraid to leave you.”

“You may not recognize our town when you return, so marvelously will we transform it in your absence into a feminine utopia. When the war is over and you tally our accomplishments, you will no longer deny us the vote.”

“You know very well that I could deny you nothing.”

Then don’t go, she almost asked, but she knew her arguments would not persuade him now where they had failed before. Though he considered himself a humanist, he did not share her philosophy of nonviolence. He was willing to fight and sacrifice his own life if necessary to defend those he loved and to protect the noble principles he held most dear. Dorothea was prepared to give her own life on those same grounds, but she would not take anotherʹs life, and that was where their opinions diverged. What she dreaded most of all was that Thomas would not survive the war, but after that, what she feared most was that he would return to her entirely changed by the violence he had seen—seen, and inflicted.

Sighing, Thomas bent to kiss Abigail’s cheek and led Dorothea from the bedroom, leaving the door ajar. Mrs. Hennessey met them at the foot of the stairs, red-eyed, and gave Thomas a fierce hug. “I’ll say the rosary for you every night,” she vowed. “God bless and keep you safe from harm.” He thanked her quietly and asked her to take care of his family while he was away. She pressed her lips together and nodded before fleeing for the kitchen.

With a heavy heart, Dorothea helped Thomas gather his pack and provisions. She followed him to the barn, and as he hitched up the horses, she suddenly remembered. How could she have forgotten something so treasured, so essential to his comfort?

“I’ll be right back,” she gasped, hurrying back to the house. She startled Mrs. Hennessey, who sat at the kitchen table with her head in her hands, weeping openly, and raced upstairs, her heeled boots clattering on the wooden staircase. At the foot of their bed, she threw open the lid to the steamer trunk Uncle Jacob had bequeathed her and withdrew a quilt she had packed away for the summer. She draped it over the bed, sparing only a glance for the painstakingly arranged triangles and squares of Turkey red and Prussian blue and sun-bleached muslin, some scraps carefully saved from her household sewing, others shared by a dressmaker friend and others among her sewing circle. She folded the quilt in half lengthwise, quickly rolled it up into a tight bundle, and tied it off with a wide length of ribbon she had been saving for a hatband. When she returned outside, Thomas had the horses ready and waiting. He watched, silent and perplexed, as she placed the quilt into the back of the wagon with his pack and provisions.

“It’s the Dove in the Window,” she said, climbing onto the seat beside him as he gathered the reins. “I know it’s your favorite.”

“It’s yours as well. I shouldn’t take it.”

“It’s hardly my favorite. I prefer our wedding quilt and the Delectable Mountains I made for my uncle. But even if it were, I would rather you had it.”

He shook his head. “It’s too fine to take on the road. It could be soiled or torn or lost. Likely the army will issue us sturdy blankets with our uniforms.”

“And if they don’t, or if those blankets are delayed?” Dorothea countered. “You’ll be grateful for this quilt when winter comes, even if you can’t appreciate it now.”

“I do appreciate it, all the more so because I recall how hard you worked on it. Think of the conditions we’ll face—”

“I am thinking of the conditions you’ll face.” She felt wretched, helpless, but she fought to keep her voice even. “Take the quilt. It’s  not much to carry, and it’ll comfort me to know that it’s keeping you warm when I can’t.”

He fell silent, his eyes searching her face. “Very well.” He chirruped to the horses. “You’re right. If I don’t take it, I’ll regret it later.”

Unwilling to trust herself to speak, she nodded and pressed herself against him on the wagon seat, heartsick, resting her head on his shoulder, imagining she could feel the warmth of his skin upon hers, his arms around her. She longed to lay her head on his chest, pull the quilt over them both, and sleep, sleep until the war passed over them like a thundercloud, holding the worst of its torrent until it cleared the mountains.

 

After her sons finished their chores, Constance sent them back outside to the pump to scrub their faces and necks and behind their ears before they changed into their Sunday suits. She never let them go into town unless they were as clean as a whistle and dressed in their best. The Wrights were a respectable family, decent and hardworking, and if they needed to dress twice as fine as every white family in the valley to prove that point, she would do it. She wouldn’t give anyone cause to look down on her boys, not when ignorant folk could invent plenty of fictitious reasons on their own.

She paced from the kitchen to the front room, calling up the stairs to the attic bedroom George and Joseph shared, to urge them to hurry, picking up darning and setting it down again, restless, keeping busy so she wouldn’t have time to sit and think. She checked Abel’s pack again, though of course nothing had fallen out or otherwise changed since the first five times she had checked it that morning. She wrung her hands, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. Abel wanted to fight and would be restless and unhappy to stay at home while the battle raged on, and she knew better than anyone in the Elm Creek Valley that the cause was just.

At the sound of the boys’ shoes on the attic stairs, her eyes flew open. She forced a smile as she turned to face them. “Why, don’t you look fine,” she said, straightening George’s collar, smoothing a wrinkle on Joseph’s suit coat. Usually the boys basked in her praise, but now they merely nodded and murmured, “Yes, ma’am,” their voices subdued, their dark eyes solemn. Suddenly, Joseph blinked furiously as if he were fighting back tears. His elder brother, all of eleven years old, nudged him and shot him a look of warning. Joseph swallowed hard and looked at the floor, clutching the banister.

“It’s gonna be all right,” Constance assured them with more confidence than she felt. “He won’t be gone long. You know what a crack shot your father is, especially with that powerful new rifle. He’ll take out any Rebels in firing range before they have time to load their powder.”

“They really gonna let him fight, Mama?” asked George.

“Course they will,” said Joseph with a nine-year-old’s confidence and innocence. “Didn’t the newspaper say Pennsylvania has to send ninety thousand men? He’s not too old.”

Though Abel was fifteen years older than Constance, he was strong and vigorous and sharp-eyed, and while at forty-seven he would likely be one of the older men to enlist that day, he was certainly not too old to fight.

“They wouldn’t turn him away because of his age,” George informed his brother, “but because he’s colored.”

Joseph’s brow furrowed as he glanced from his brother to Constance and back. “But those colored men from Pittsburgh signed up. Father said so.”

“They guarded a railroad,” George retorted. “In the North. They didn’t shoot at anyone.”

“Hey, now,” Constance admonished. “Don’t you mock their service. That railroad moved soldiers and supplies and a lot more  besides, and you’d better believe the Rebels would have been very happy to blow it up. Losing those railroads would cripple the North. Any service to the Union is honorable, whether it’s guarding a railroad or firing a gun or patching up folks like Dr. Granger’s gonna do.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said George, chastened, but uncertainty clouded his dark eyes. He surely remembered the two colored regiments that had formed in Philadelphia earlier in the spring—formed and dispersed when the Union refused to muster them in. Constance wished she could assure him that his father would be allowed to enlist alongside the other men of the Elm Creek Valley, but she couldn’t. Until Abel wrote to her from the soldiers’ camp and described the drills, the marching, the uniforms, she wouldn’t believe that the Union would encourage a colored man to shoot at a white man, even a Rebel.

She placed her hands on her sons’ shoulders and turned them toward the front room. “Check your father’s pack one more time. Make sure his rifle’s ready to go and he didn’t forget his powder and bullets.”

They nodded and obeyed. Gnawing on her lower lip, Constance balled her skirts in her fists and went to the bedroom she and Abel shared, but hesitated before entering. “Abel, you ready?” she asked as she opened the door. He had finished dressing in his best suit and stood motionless in front of the mirror above the bureau. It was old and cloudy, and offered a wavy, distorted image no matter what angle they regarded it from. Constance had learned to bob and weave and tilt her head and assemble the different glimpses in her mind, but she had long ago decided that her husband’s admiring glances were a far more accurate measure of her appearance.

He quickly turned to smile at her as if embarrassed to be caught staring at himself in the mirror. “Just imagining what I might look like in a blue Union uniform.”

She pictured a blue cap trimmed in gold covering his short, graying black curls, his shoulders square and straight in a smart blue coat with a stiff collar and brass buttons up the front. “You’d look mighty fine.” Catching her mistake, she said, more forcefully, “You will look fine.”

He regarded her ruefully, understanding her doubts. “When the Twelfth Pennsylvania Volunteers organized in Allegheny County back in April, they took men of color.”

“I know. I read the papers too.”

“Company I, the Zouave Cadets under Captain George W. Tanner. They guarded the Northern Central Railroad from the Mason-Dixon Line all the way to Baltimore.” He turned back to the mirror, adjusting his suit and squaring his shoulders. “They need men, Connie. Not just white men. When they see I’m a sharpshooter, they won’t waste me on guarding some railroad depot or frying up corn cakes in a cookhouse away from the front lines.”

“I’d rather they did.” Constance sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, stroking the string-pieced star quilt she had brought with her out of Virginia, wrapped around her few worldly possessions. The piecing of it, begun after Abel had proposed and promised to buy her freedom, had given her hope in hard times, but the soft cottons and muted colors offered her little comfort now. “I don’t want those white folks shooting at you, nor do I want them to capture you. What do you suppose they’d do with a colored man they catch down South in Union blue? If they don’t kill you outright, they’ll sell you so far south you’ll never know freedom again. After a year as a slave, you might find yourself wishing they’d killed you.”

He didn’t know what slavery was like, not really. She had told him, and he had seen the nature of it on his visits south, but he didn’t truly know the horror, the fear, the constant strain upon the spirit, because he had not lived it. Freeborn in a Northern city, he had bought land in central Pennsylvania and set himself up as a  dairy farmer when she was still a girl. He traveled south to Virginia every few months to sell his cheeses, and Constance’s mistress had been one of his best customers. Constance had not known what to think when the cheese man, freeborn and fifteen years her senior, began seeking her out in the tobacco fields or the curing barn to tell her about life in the North. He had brought her cheese, of course, and other gifts, and after a year of this odd courtship, he had begun to talk to her about running away. He had helped other slaves, he confided, and his home in the North was a station on the Underground Railroad. He knew the best routes and manners of deception to see her safely to the North. Fearful of capture and punishment, she had refused to hide in his wagon and escape with him, even after she had accepted his offer of marriage. It took years for Abel to save up the two thousand dollars her resentful master demanded, but eventually he had purchased her freedom and brought her to the Elm Creek Valley. He hated slavery as a Christian, as a colored man, and as a loving husband, but it was not only to end slavery that he wanted to fight.

Abel took her hands and gently pulled her to her feet. “If I lay down my life for my country, if hundreds or thousands of colored men do, our deaths will serve a greater purpose.”

She wrenched her hands from his grasp. “You ask the wives and children of all those hundreds and thousands of colored men what they think, and I bet they’d say they’d rather have their menfolk alive and safe at home, and hang your greater purpose.”

“Constance,” he reproached her gently. “I don’t want to die any more than the next fellow, but I do want to fight. Our people, enslaved and free, North and South, need colored men like me to fight.”

“I know.” The Nelsons and the Grangers and the Bergstroms all said the same: If colored men fought for the United States, the nation would have no choice but to recognize them as full citizens of  the land of their birth, to grant them all the rights and privileges established in the Constitution. Constance was proud of her husband and knew how he chafed at being treated as less of a man than their neighbors, but she had come to love him dearly since that long-ago day she had married him for security rather than affection, and she would not choose to sacrifice him to any cause, however noble.

“I know,” she said again, and took his hand. “You’ll make us all proud. Let’s go or we’ll be late. I don’t want the boys to miss seeing the whole town cheering their father as you march off with the other soldiers. They’ll never forget this day, not even when they’re gray-haired old men, the warʹs long over, and slavery’s just a memory.”

She would let him go and cheer him on as loudly as any proud wife, but all the while she would pray the Union Army saw fit to waste his sharpshooter’s eye on some safe, dull duty miles to the north of the nearest Confederate cannon.

 

Gerda heard the cheerful strains of a Scottish march as she leaned out the second-story window of the courthouse, hanging on to the sill with one hand and the end of the last rolled banner with the other. “I’ll toss it to you on three,” she called to Prudence Nadelfrau, who nodded from the window above the far side of the portico. Unseen within, Gerda’s sister-in-law, Anneke, held Prudence by the waist to keep her from tumbling into the street three stories below.

“Eins, zwei, drei!” Gerda threw the rolled end of the banner to Prudence, unfurling it as it flew through the air. Too late, Prudence made a startled grab for the free end, but grasped only empty air. Muttering under her breath, Gerda rolled up the banner as it blew gaily in the wind. With their luck, it would snag on the roof of the portico and tear.

“You said ‘on three,’” Prudence protested. The faster they raced  to finish their preparations, the more mistakes Prudence made, and the more frustrated Gerda became with her.” Dry’ isn’t ‘three’ ”.

“I assumed that with a name like Nadelfrau, you’d know the German.” The truth was, Gerda often slipped into her native tongue when distracted, upset, or fatigued, and at the moment, she was all three. In her foul mood, she was unwilling to admit that the fault was hers rather than her friend’s. “Let’s try again, one last time. One, two, three.”

This time, Prudence anticipated the throw and caught the other end of the banner between her palms. Quickly they pulled it smooth and tied it securely to the drapery hooks with sturdy twine. A few impudent boys who had been watching from below and jeering the ladies’ first half dozen failed attempts cheered and applauded before wandering off down the street in search of some other entertainment. For the adults, the banner and the rousing music signaled that it was almost time to begin, and they pressed forward into a semicircle at the base of the courthouse steps, where the mayor’s assistant was setting up a podium. Somewhere in the courthouse, Gerda knew, the mayor himself was rehearsing his remarks, and elsewhere, throughout the town, mothers, daughters, wives, and sweethearts were preparing themselves for a bittersweet parting.

Carrying the spool of twine and her second-best shears, Gerda met Anneke and Prudence in the hallway, her frustrations forgotten in her anticipation of the moment. They hurried downstairs to the foyer, where thirty-four of the most beautiful young women of the valley wore sashes of red, white, and blue embroidered with a name of one of the states. There had been some debate about whether only the twenty-three loyal states should be represented and not the eleven in rebellion, but Dorothea had decided that since the object of the war was a unified nation, the pageant should depict all of the United States. Near the doorway to the prison, Mary Schultz Currier was sorting out a disagreement between two  young ladies who both wanted to portray Pennsylvania, and along the opposite wall, Mrs. Claverton was distributing baskets of late summer flowers to a dozen young girls while instructing them on the proper time and manner to toss them in the path of the departing soldiers. Mrs. Claverton’s daughter, Charlotte, was by her side, holding fast to her young son’s hand as she straightened one girl’s bonnet and knelt to coax another to hold her basket so the blossoms didn’t spill upon the floor. Her glossy black hair hung in glorious ringlets down her back, and although she hadn’t announced her news to the rest of their sewing circle, Gerda suspected she was again with child—unless she was simply getting fat.

Except for those who, like Dorothea, were still occupied saying private farewells to their menfolk who intended to enlist, the ladies of the sewing circle bustled about, in and outside the courthouse, putting final touches on the rally now only moments away. Gerda wished she could steal a private moment alone with Jonathan to bid him a proper good-bye, but she knew it was unlikely. He knew her heart, she told herself resolutely, and she knew his, and no words they could exchange in the minutes before he set out could make their feelings any clearer to one other. They had promised to write as often as they could, although Gerda had prepared herself to send three letters for each one she received from the battlefield. A few days before, she had given Jonathan the gift of an ingenious writing case with a hard surface suitable to serve as a lap desk and compartments for paper, pens, nibs, and two small bottles of ink. She had doubted that he would be able to find them in the soldiers’ camps or field hospitals and wanted to remove any potential impediment to their continued intercourse. He had thanked her profusely, and assured her that he could transport the writing case with his medical supplies by wagon and would not have to carry it on his back. “My first letter will be to you, to describe our camp,” he had promised, knowing how she longed to  share his experience, to witness the war through his eyes, the good and the bad, the mundane and the harrowing. She hoped in turn to offer him as much comfort and encouragement as the written word could provide.

They had both long believed that war was inevitable, their certainty going as far back as the previous December when South Carolina had seceded from the Union. In those days, most of their neighbors had believed that the standing national army could quickly and decisively quell any minor skirmishes that might erupt, and some northern newspapers pleaded for negotiations and appeasement.

Gerda felt as if she had held her breath all through that Christmas season and into the New Year, waiting for President Buchanan to declare war, although he had seemed inclined to sit out the rest of his term without taking action and to pass along the crisis to Mr. Lincoln once he took office. At times she marveled that life in Water’ s Ford went on as it always had. Neighbors called, and worked, and gossiped, and feuded, and made merry. Gerda took pride and pleasure in cooking three meals a day for herself, Hans, and Anneke, glad to be spared the tedious work of the household sewing, which thankfully Anneke enjoyed. She helped Anneke keep house and care for two-year-old David and Stephen, a pair of charming and delightful boys who got into everything their weary parents and distracted aunt forgot to put out of reach. And at least once a week, there was Jonathan.

Unless he was busy tending to an ailing neighbor, Jonathan came for supper every Saturday afternoon, as he had almost without interruption for years. He and Gerda would linger at the table hours after Anneke had cleared the dishes away, poring over the latest newspapers from Philadelphia and Baltimore and New York as well as the Copperhead rag out of Bellefonte, dissecting and debating every last detail until Hans cleared his throat and pointed  out that unless Jonathan intended to stay the night, he should leave for home while his horse still had enough light to see by. But for all their talk and worry and waiting, day after day had passed with only increasingly agitated newspaper stories to suggest that South Carolina’s secession had changed anything for the residents of their rural Pennsylvania valley. So Gerda had planned her spring garden by the warmth of the fireside and waited for winter to end, pondering the Union blockade of Charleston Harbor and wondering how much longer Major Robert Anderson’s men would be able to hold out at Fort Sumter, their supplies and hopes for reinforcements dwindling after the Star of the West was turned back from Charleston Harbor.

Whenever the sewing circle had gathered at Two Bears Farm for a quilting bee, their conversation had quickly turned to the latest news from beyond the Elm Creek Valley. While many women of their acquaintance were content to think of Water’s Ford as their entire world, the women of the sewing circle—the most well read and well informed of Gerda’s acquaintance—knew their shelter was illusory. Surrounded by the rolling Appalachians, with the nearest train station a difficult half day’s ride through the southern pass, they had often felt isolated from the outside world, but the threat against their nation had filled them with apprehension, for they had known that even if war did not find them in their homes, their men would go forth to meet it.

By the end of February, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas had seceded from the Union and joined with South Carolina to form the Confederate States of America, giving the sewing circle much to speculate about and worry over. Letters from friends and family in those far-flung states had been passed around the circle and analyzed line by line. “To think, my cousin now lives in a foreign land,” Charlotte had marveled as she handed Dorothea a letter recently arrived from North Carolina.

“It depends whether you consider their secession legitimate,” Gerda had replied. “I would argue that secession is illegal and that therefore North Carolina remains a part of the United States.”

Charlotte, who acquiesced too easily when challenged in debate and often agreed simply to be agreeable, merely shrugged, tossing her glossy black curls and frowning prettily. Beautiful Charlotte—complacent wife, happy mother, the object of Gerda’s envy—exasperated Gerda most when she refused to engage her in argument.

In March, the women of the sewing circle had welcomed Mr. Lincoln’s inauguration with relief and hope tempered by concern for how he would resolve the enormous challenges bequeathed to him by his predecessor. They were staunch Republicans one and all, and they would have voted for Mr. Lincoln in the last election had they been permitted. Dorothea, in fact, had tried, but had been turned away at the polls by the exasperated mayor, who had been warned of her intentions the day before.

Dorothea had told no one but her family and friends of her determination to cast her vote, which had convinced Gerda that a weak-willed member of their circle must have unwisely confided in her husband, whose loyalty to his sex had driven him to warn Mayor Bauer. Gerda had proposed that they question their friends subtly until the guilty party was compelled to confess, but Dorothea, not surprisingly, had objected. “One of our friends trusted her husband with my secret, and he betrayed her,” Dorothea had said. “I can’t fault any of our friends for mistakenly believing her husband to be trustworthy. How could any rebuke from me sting more than her sad discovery that he isn’t?”

Gerda, who knew what it was to be betrayed by someone she loved, could not pursue the matter. The women of the sewing circle had stood by her in difficult times when less courageous women would have withdrawn their friendship.

Gerda, Hans, and Anneke had come to the Elm Creek Valley in 1856 after Hans had won title to a farm in a horse race. Dorothea and Thomas, their nearest neighbors, had become their first and most treasured friends. Anneke, a gifted seamstress, had admired Dorothea’s quilt making so much that she copied one of her designs. Only after an unexpected arrival of a fugitive slave at their front door did the Bergstroms discover that the quilt hanging on the clothesline was a secret signal marking their home as a station on the Underground Railroad. Joanna—feverish from an untreated burn inflicted by her master with a flatiron, pregnant with his child—had become lost in a snowstorm on her way from Constance and Abel Wright’s farm to Dorothea and Thomas Nelson’s. Until Joanna stumbled into their care, the Bergstroms had been completely unaware of their friends’ roles as stationmasters. Throughout the long, hazardous winter, the Bergstroms had sheltered Joanna, awaited the birth of her child, and devised a plan to spirit away mother and child to Canada when they were well and strong. As the months passed, Gerda had taught Joanna to read and they became friends. But just when freedom seemed imminent, Anneke, fearful for her own family’s safety, was deceived into betraying their secret. Slave catchers stormed their home, dragged Joanna from her hiding place, bound her wrists, and led her stumbling after their horses as they rode off toward the southern pass, toward Virginia and slavery.

As Joanna was taken away, Gerda, Hans, the Nelsons, and the Wrights—including their two young sons—were arrested for defying the Fugitive Slave Law, a law mostly ignored in the free North. Only after their release a few days later did Gerda and Hans discover that in the confusion, the slave catchers had missed Joanna’s infant son.

In the months that followed, the Bergstroms cared for Joanna’s baby, passing off the light-skinned boy as the twin to Anneke’s own  son, born only a few weeks before him. To foster the illusion, Gerda led people to believe that the boy was her own illegitimate son by Jonathan—and since Jonathan never expressly denied it, for he had delivered the child and was as determined as the Bergstroms to protect him, that was as good as an admission of guilt for most people. The rumor spread swiftly, as rumors of a woman’s shame always did, and although Jonathan never suffered for it, Gerda’s reputation was destroyed forever. It did not help her that the arrests brought the town unexpected notoriety. As newspapers across the Northeast repeated the story of how local police had allowed Southern slave catchers to invade citizens’ private homes, Creek’s Crossing became synonymous with ignorance and mob rule. Civic leaders endeavored to correct the record by pointing out that all charges had been promptly dismissed as soon as the investigation concluded they had done no wrong, but their rebuttals never captured the imagination the way the scandal had, and Creek’s Crossing’s reputation never recovered. Only two months before South Carolina seceded from the Union, the hapless civic leaders ruled to change the town’s name to Water’s Ford, retaining the original sense of Creek’s Crossing while setting aside the taint it had acquired. It remained to be seen whether their efforts would be rewarded, or even if the new name would be adapted into popular use. Elderly residents stubbornly insisted upon calling their town by the name it had borne all their lives; distant friends still mailed letters to Creek’s Crossing and the letters still reached the post office on First Street as reliably as before.

Gerda, of course, could not change her name and quash the memory of the story she had concocted to conceal the truth about Joanna’s son. Except for Dorothea and Anneke, even her friends in the sewing circle believed the lie she had devised to conceal another lie. They could have cast her out or quit the quilting circle rather than risk damaging their own reputations, but they had not. No  one ever discussed the rumors about Gerda’s secret shame in her presence, nor spoke of the boy as anything but Anneke’s own son—not even Charlotte, who determinedly pretended to be unaware of the rumors that would forever bind Gerda and Jonathan as illicit lovers. As for the children, by the time they were old enough to understand the townspeople’s thoughtless whispers, Gerda prayed Joanna would be free and reunited with her son, so she could explain the truth to him herself.

Finding Joanna had become the ruling passion of Gerda’s life. For more than two years, she had written at least once a week to Joanna’s owner, Josiah Chester at Greenfields Plantation in Wentworth County, Virginia, to inquire about her captive friend. More recently, after she had saved up enough money, she had also offered to purchase Joanna’s freedom. She had yet to receive a single word in reply. Her brother and most of her friends urged her to give up her fruitless quest, but she could not accept Joanna as lost forever.

War might thwart Gerda’s attempts to find Joanna and purchase her freedom, but a Union victory would hasten the abolition of slavery. Perhaps for the immediate future, Josiah Chester could refuse to ransom a single slave, but he would be powerless to prevent Joanna from returning to Elm Creek Farm if slavery were destroyed altogether. Knowing that the war would hasten the demise of slavery made it easier to accept Jonathan’s enlistment—that, and her confidence that he would be relatively safe, a mile or more behind the front lines in a field hospital.

A sudden flurry of activity as Mayor Bauer emerged from his office roused Gerda from her reverie. “Help Charlotte and her mother get the girls in place,” she instructed Anneke and Prudence, wishing she possessed half of Dorothea’s calm authority. All would be in order if Dorothea were there. “I’ll help Mary sort out this nonsense between Pennsylvania and New Jersey.”

Not five minutes later, the pretty young women in their appropriate  sashes took their places on the courthouse steps and recited their lines with patriotic passion. High above them, the banner Gerda and Prudence had hung declared, “Pennsylvania for the Union Forever.” Red, white, and blue bunting graced every window up and down High Street, and the entire block was filled with people, young and old, waving flags and cheering. By Gerda’s estimation, a good fifth of the men were dressed for travel. Scanning the crowd, she spotted her friend Eliza Stokey making her way through the crowd to join her husband, Charley. He was entertaining his friends with some story or joke or another, the fine line of a faded scar running from temple to jaw, the remnant of a harvesting accident with a scythe, barely visible in his thick blond beard. Mary Schultz Currier had also left the courthouse and had joined her husband, Abner, a few feet from the podium, where they would enjoy an excellent view of the pageant. Gerda wondered if Mary’s father intended to come out of retirement and resume control of Schultz’s Printers during Abner’s absence. If Mr. Schultz did not, what would become of the newspaper? Surely they needed the Water’s Ford Register at wartime more than ever. Across the street, Constance stood soberly with her husband and sons near the back of the crowd. Abel rocked back and forth on his heels and threw back his shoulders as if he couldn’t wait to depart, while his boys eagerly took in the spectacle without straying more than a few paces from their father’s side. Alone amidst the celebration, Gerda’s brother Hans leaned against a post at the end of the block, his arms folded over his chest, his expression one of resigned bemusement. When his eyes met Gerda’s, he grinned, doffed his hat, and offered her an elegant, sweeping bow. She frowned and shook her head in disapproval before returning his grin. He was incorrigible and irreverent, but she couldn’t help adoring him.

Gerda estimated that nearly every citizen of Water’s Ford and many from surrounding towns had turned out for the occasion,  and she quickly found herself swept up in their patriotic fervor. After the pageant concluded, the band struck up “Hail Columbia,” and the mayor was introduced to enthusiastic applause. He spoke for a half hour about the importance of preserving the Union, and of heeding the call to arms to fight for liberty and freedom, and of the noble courage of Pennsylvania’s brave youth, who would gladly offer up their lives for their country. It was a stirring speech, or at least the crowd seemed to appreciate it, but Gerda, searching for Dorothea and Jonathan, could not have recited back a single phrase. As her friends and neighbors and strangers from throughout the valley cheered and waved flags and tossed hats in the air and clapped in time with the band, her heart pounded with the realization that war was no longer merely a foreboding subject for lively debate around the dinner table and sewing circle. War had come, and Jonathan was leaving, and she might never see him again.

Her throat constricted as the Lutheran and Methodist ministers took the podium together to offer a joint benediction for the brave men who would soon depart the Elm Creek Valley, some perhaps forever. As the young girls showered the volunteers with late summer blossoms, the men formed ranks in the street in front of the courthouse, rucksacks on their backs or bags slung over their shoulders, the crowd parting before them. Abner fell in, as did Abel, as did one man after another, some perhaps who had not intended to enlist that day but had succumbed to the fevered nationalism of the moment. Gerda searched the men’s faces, praying for one last glimpse of Jonathan before he marched off to war, but she despaired of finding him in time.

A hand closed around her elbow. “Gerda.”

With a gasp she spun to face him, her beloved Jonathan, and without thinking she flung her arms around him. “I thought you had gone,” she murmured, her lips brushing his neck. She  smelled rainwater and shaving soap, and the new wool of his long overcoat.

“Without saying good-bye?” He held her for the briefest of moments, then released her and gave her a look of mock reproach. “You’d never let me hear the end of it.”

A cheer went up from the crowd as the men began to march away. “Shouldn’t you—” Gerda broke off, unwilling to prompt him to go.

Jonathan grinned and spoke close to her ear so that she would hear him above the din. “This is mostly for show,” he confided. “Those of us with horses are riding to Lewistown. Mine’s tied up on Church Street with Thomas’s, out of the way of this throng. Hans offered to accompany us as far as the camp, and he’ll bring the horses home.”

Hans had not mentioned this to Gerda, or, she suspected, to Anneke. But riding or walking, Jonathan would be leaving soon. Boldly she reached for his hand, not caring who in the weeping, shouting, cheering throng might observe them. “Take good care of yourself,” she implored. “Stay out of harm’s way as best you can.”

“No one would fire upon a hospital,” he assured her. “Rebels or not, they’re still civilized men, and they’ll respect the rules of war.”

She nodded, but her heart sank. “Come back sound and soon.” She meant Come home safe to me, and when he held her gaze and nodded, she knew he understood.

Suddenly a sweet cry pierced the din. “Papa!”

Gerda and Jonathan turned toward the courthouse just as a dark-haired boy jumped the bottom two steps and plowed into Jonathan, wrapping his arms around his legs. “Robert,” Jonathan cried joyfully, laughing as he pried the boy loose and swung him into the air. “I thought you’d marched off with the soldiers.”

With a pang, Gerda watched as Robert placed his hands on  his father’s cheeks and regarded him solemnly. “Are you going to shoot the bad Rebels, Papa?”

“No, I’m going to stitch people up and give them medicine and bandages just as I do here at home.” Jonathan caught Gerda’s eye and shook his head, amused, but Gerda found no merriment in the scene and could not manage even a halfhearted smile. Glancing past the father and son, Gerda caught sight of Charlotte descending the courthouse steps, her lips set in a line of displeasure, her porcelain skin flushed pink, her ebony ringlets spilling down her back from beneath her best bonnet. Gerda stepped back, putting a discreet distance between herself and Jonathan, her heart sinking as she realized the time for their private farewell had come and gone.

Charlotte tucked her small, gloved hand into the crook of her husband’s elbow. “My brother found the other bottle of morphine just where you said it would be,” she said, acknowledging Gerda with a nod and laying a hand upon the almost imperceptible swell of her belly. Painful realization seared Gerda: Charlotte was with child again. “He wrapped it in cloth and packed it in your saddlebag. It should be safe until you can move it to your satchel.”

“Good man,” said Jonathan, patting her hand in approval and tousling their son’s thick hair, as black as Charlotte’s own.

He spared Gerda one last glance over his shoulder as Charlotte led him off to where the rest of their family waited to say one last good-bye. Alone and bereft at the foot of the stairs, insensible to the shouts and tearful farewells all around her, Gerda watched until the crowd closed around them.

 

Caught up in the zeal of the assembly, Anneke waved her flag and cheered as the men marched off down High Street, tears of pride and apprehension in her eyes. The shouts of friends and neighbors and strangers carried on until the enlistees rounded the corner and disappeared. Before long, even the sound of their footfalls on the  hardpacked dirt road faded. Only then did the women and old men and children left behind lower their flags and voices, collect themselves, gather up children who had wandered off, and disperse. Some chatted as they departed for houses or farms, others seemed vaguely perplexed, as if they had not considered that they would need to make any other plans for the rest of the day. Eventually, except for the usual traffic of townsfolk with errands at the post office or market, the streets were quiet, littered with trampled flower petals and discarded handbills. The ladies of the sewing circle and their children old enough to assist remained behind to take down the bunting, roll up the banners, and collect the assorted flags, gloves, and other articles dropped in the press of the crowd and forgotten.

Anneke spotted Dorothea on the courthouse steps, thanking the mayor for his speech, which Anneke had found particularly stirring. Often she had been tempted to glance over her shoulder to the lamppost where Hans stood, to see if he had been moved by the impassioned call to arms, but she did not want to draw attention to him. Instead she kept her gaze resolutely fixed on the mayor.

“Perhaps I should pack a rucksack for you just in case you change your mind at the rally,” she had suggested after breakfast earlier that morning. Amused, Hans had assured her that he would not change his mind, not at the rally, not ever, and he was heartily sorry that the thought of his continued presence around the house vexed her so. Stung, she had not spoken another word to him before she departed to prepare for the rally, had not even smiled at his sweet, cajoling attempts to soothe her temper. How could he pretend to misunderstand her on such a serious occasion? Of course she didn’t want him to go, especially in her delicate condition, nor did she doubt his courage. But when all the other men were off fighting for their country, how could he remain safe at home and not worry that their neighbors would consider him a Copperhead— against the Union and willing to concede anything and everything to make peace with the South—or even worse, a coward?

Spotting a pile of cloth near the courthouse door, Anneke lifted her skirts and climbed the stairs to investigate, only to discover several of the sashes she had embroidered so painstakingly, all bearing the names of Southern states. Their wearers had probably discarded them with loyal disgust immediately following the pageant. As Anneke folded the sashes, she spied Charlotte on the grassy corner below, weeping in the arms of her mother, who patted her on the back and murmured words of comfort. Her conversation with the mayor finished, Dorothea hurried over to console her sister-in-law. Poor Dorothea, who had bade farewell to a brother as well as a husband, and yet still attended to another’s comfort before her own. Anneke’s heart went out to her friends, but she felt helpless to offer them condolences when she was not suffering as they were.

“Look at her, sobbing like a child, as if she were the only woman to see a loved one off today,” said Gerda in an undertone, joining Anneke on the portico. Gathering up her skirts in one hand, she stooped down to pick up the last three discarded sashes—Alabama, Texas, and Florida—and briskly folded them. Her long, brown hair, her only beauty, was parted neatly in the middle and gathered in a wide bun at the nape of her neck. The jewel neckline and wide sleeves of her brown wool dress improved her thin, lanky figure—Anneke had sewn it herself—but nothing could ameliorate Gerda’s sharp, narrow features, especially when she was reminded that the man she loved was happily married to someone else. In those moments her eyes, usually bright with intelligence and wit, grew hard, her mouth pinched into a thin, bitter line, and she looked every bit the vinegary spinster Anneke had prayed she would not become. Why Gerda had thrown her youth away on a man who had courted her while secretly engaged to another, and why Jonathan continued to call on Gerda and dine weekly with the Bergstroms as if he were  an eligible bachelor, Anneke would never understand. Why Charlotte tolerated such carrying on was another mystery. If Hans paid such attention to another woman—but of course he never would. Hans had adored her from the moment he spotted her fresh off the boat in the immigration depot at Castle Garden in lower Manhattan, just as Anneke had come to adore him.

How foolish her spat with Hans seemed when she considered what a true and steadfast husband he had been to her for so many years. She wished she could go to him that very minute, humbled and contrite, and apologize for implying he should act contrary to his principles merely so the neighbors would not think less of them. But her apologies would have to wait until Hans returned from Lewistown with his friends’ horses. Anneke would have her husband at home tonight, unlike so many of her acquaintance, and he would be home to see the birth of their child, unlike Jonathan when Charlotte delivered.

“Leave Charlotte alone,” she rebuked Gerda quietly. “I would be sobbing twice as hard if I were in her place.”

Gerda opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it and frowned, busying herself with folding the last of the abandoned sashes. Anneke knew that her sister-in-law had almost declared that she was in Charlotte’s place, and she wasn’t making a spectacle of herself with childish tears. The bitter truth was that although Gerda loved Jonathan, she wasn’t in Charlotte’s place and never could be, and that was the defining tragedy of her life.

Or rather, one of two defining tragedies.

“What time does Mrs. Craigmile expect us to collect the children?” asked Gerda, glancing up and down the block as if estimating the amount of work remaining. “I wanted to mail a letter.”

“We have time to stop at the post office,” Anneke assured her, adding her folded sashes to those in Gerda’s basket. Hans had long ago grown exasperated with his sister’s futile ques’t to find Joanna,  and even Dorothea worried that her persistent fixation would damage her health. Anneke alone never discouraged her. How could she, when it was her fault Joanna had been recaptured? The guilt and shame would never leave her, although blessedly, Gerda never rebuked her for her betrayal, not since the day Gerda was released from prison and Anneke had begged forgiveness. Now all Anneke could do to atone for her terrible mistake was to love Joanna’s son and raise him as her own, a blessed obligation that grew easier each day, as it seemed less and less likely that he would someday be taken from her by his real mother. Unlike Gerda, she no longer believed Joanna would return to claim her son. Hans and Anneke were his only parents now.

When the trappings of the rally were cleared away, Dorothea gathered the ladies of her sewing circle at the foot of the courthouse stairs, praised them for their hard work, and declared the rally an unqualified success. “Take heart,” she encouraged them as they parted. “We have much to do to support our men and all those who serve our country. We must not give in to loneliness and grief.”

“We won’t all be lonely,” someone muttered. Anneke stiffened but refrained from turning her head to see who had spoken. Who had it been? Eliza, a recent bride? Mrs. Barrows, whose husband had astonishingly shaken off his usual lethargy to enlist with his two eldest sons?

She felt a hand squeeze hers and assumed it was Gerda offering her support, until Constance said in an undertone, “Don’t you mind her. That’s her sorrow talking.”

Anneke nodded. She had expected criticism and envy as word of Hans’s refusal to enlist spread, but not so soon, and not among friends.

Gerda’s errand at the post office took only a moment—no letter from Josiah Chester’s Virginia plantation awaited her, but three out-of-town newspapers did—so Gerda suggested that they stop  at Schultz’s Printers to inquire about the fate of their own local paper. Mary, Dorothea’s childhood friend and a founding member of Dorothea’s sewing circle, assured them that her father would not allow the Water’s Ford Register to founder while Abner was away. She managed a wan smile as she caught sight of their nearest competitor’s journal folded in Gerda’s basket beside The New York Times and the Philadelphia Evening Herald. “You won’t like what the Bellefonte Democratic Watchman has to say about Mr. Lincoln,” she warned.

“Gerda never likes anything that paper says,” Anneke replied. “And yet she insists upon reading it, even though it only upsets her.”

“It’s important to know the opposition’s arguments,” said Gerda. “How else will I refute them?”

“Rest assured our newspaper will remain staunchly in favor of the Union,” said Mary. “I also intend to print letters from the soldiers, so if you receive any you wouldn’t mind sharing—not from your husbands, of course, since Hans didn’t go and Gerda doesn’t have one, and both of your sons are too young—I mean, Anneke, your sons are both too young—” She clasped a hand to her forehead, distressed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m saying. Forgive me. With Abner gone—”

“We understand.” Anneke took Gerda’s arm and nudged her toward the door. “There’s nothing to forgive. We’ll see you at Dorothea’s on Tuesday.”

Mary nodded distractedly as they quickly left the printers. “No one knows quite what to say to us anymore, do they?” mused Gerda. “You, the wife of a wartime pacifist, and me, the spinster adulteress.” Inspired, she dug into her basket and riffled through the sashes. “Perhaps I should wear an embroidered red A upon my bosom. Ah! Alabama will do nicely, if I pick out the other stitches.”

“I don’t see how you can find this amusing,” said Anneke, hastening to the vacant lot behind the church, where they had left the team and wagon. With her longer legs and vigorous constitution, Gerda quickly caught up to her. “You shouldn’t speak of Hans as a ‘wartime pacifist,’ as if he adopted his convictions recently for mere convenience.”

“I’ve known Hans all his life, and he never mentioned these convictions before.”

“Well, when would the subject have come up, except at wartime?” Anneke climbed onto the wagon seat, leaving the care of the horses to Gerda. Didn’t Our Creator tell the people of Moses, ‘Thou shalt not kill’? ʺDidn’t our Lord Jesus tell us, ‘Turn the other cheek?’ We shouldn’t wonder why Hans isn’t going to war but rather question why any true Christian would.”

“I never considered Hans particularly devout.” Gerda seated herself beside Anneke and took up the reins. “I also recall quite clearly several occasions when your peaceful Christian came home with bloody knuckles and black eyes.”

“A boy’s scraps with other boys,” Anneke countered. “Since then, he’s put aside childish things.”

“That may be, but I’ve never heard my brother cite a devotion to the peace of Christ as his reason for refusing to enlist.”

Anneke hadn’t either, if only because Hans had never given her any reason for his choice. “I’m sorry that the thought of his continued presence around the house vexes you so.”

Gerda sighed and chirruped to the horses. “Don’t be petulant. I’m thankful he’ll be safe, and you know it.”

Anneke did know it, and wished that the words had sounded as bitingly witty as when Hans had spoken them.

Soon they were on their way to pick up the children from the kind neighbor who had offered to watch them during the rally, and then onward to home. The horses, a beautifully matched chestnut  stallion and mare, knew the route well and needed little direction from Gerda as they followed the road south from Water’s Ford along Elm Creek.

Gerda frowned thoughtfully as they passed Two Bears Farm. The recently harvested fields had been shorn bare of all but broken stalks of corn and barley, giving the white clapboard house at the top of the hill a forlorn look of barren midwinter. Near the barn, one of the Nelsons’ hired hands was watering a horse, suggesting that Dorothea had already returned and was inside the house, alone except for baby Abigail and the housekeeper.

“Dorothea doesn’t want me to offer to buy Joanna’s freedom from Josiah Chester,” said Gerda suddenly.

“Why ever not?”

“She believes that putting money into a slaveholder’s hands rewards him for his evil deeds and endorses the South’s ‘peculiar institution.’ ”

“And what do you believe?”

“I believe that in the absence of simple human decency, avarice can be an effective motivator.” As they rode on, the Nelson house disappeared behind a thick stand of oaks divided by the abrupt zigzag of a worm fence marking the boundary between their land and the Bergstroms’. “However, I told her I’d be willing to debate the issue all she liked once Joanna was safe in the North. She smiled—you know that smile of hers—and reminded me that the best time for debate and discussion is before one takes action. How else will rational people know whether they’ve made the right decision?”

Anneke shrugged. “By the result, of course.”

“That’s what I told her,” said Gerda, “which prompted her to remind me that there are many paths to the same destination, and not all are fit to travel.”

Anneke knew Dorothea had once been a schoolteacher, but did every conversation have to become a lesson? “I think you had it  right. Get Joanna free and safe however you must, and debate philosophy later. Josiah Chester will own slaves with or without your money in his pocket. Why shouldn’t you buy Joanna from him, if that’s the best and swiftest way to make her free?”

“But what if Josiah Chester uses my money to buy rifles for Confederate soldiers, prolonging the war and thus slavery for others?”

Suddenly, Anneke understood what was happening, and she fixed Gerda with a level stare. “I realize you miss Jonathan, but don’t think for a moment that I will endure months of acting as his surrogate. Unlike the two of you, I don’t argue for sport.”

Gerda burst out laughing. The mare’s ears flicked in their direction, but the horses were too well trained to shy or break trot. “I’ll remember that,” Gerda gasped as she struggled to compose herself. “You, a replacement for Jonathan, indeed.”

Anneke muffled a sigh and took in the passing scenery.

Hans had told them not to expect him back for hours, so while Anneke tended to her chores and played with the boys in the yard, Gerda fixed a simple supper of potato pancakes and stewed greens, keeping some back to serve her brother later. It was after dusk when he finally returned home. At the sound of the horses’ hooves, Anneke set aside her sewing and Gerda her book and they both carried lanterns out to the barn to meet him.

He was weary from his long journey over the southern pass to Lewistown and back, so after embracing him and kissing him fondly to show that the morning’s argument was forgiven, Anneke refrained from querying him too much while he tended to the horses—his own, Thomas’s, and Jonathan’s. Abel’s was not among them, she noticed. Hans had passed the Wright farm on the way home, and had probably gone ahead and left Abel’s horse there, although the arrangement had been to return the horses the following day. When Gerda did not show Anneke’s restraint and began peppering him with questions, Anneke suggested rather firmly  that she go inside and prepare Hans’s supper. As his sister hurried off, Hans thanked Anneke wearily and fell silent, his brow furrowing as he watered and unsaddled the horses. Anneke set down the lantern and fetched the currycomb, wondering if he regretted his decision not to enlist.

Later, after he had eaten and rested, he sighed, pushed his chair back from the table, stretched his legs in front of him, and described what he had seen in Lewistown. Men from all over the county had gathered to sign their names and put on Union blue. The men of the Elm Creek Valley had been assigned to Company L of the 49th Pennsylvania Volunteers, and as a regimental surgeon had already been appointed, Jonathan had been named one of his assistants. The next day they would join up with the rest of the regiment at Camp Curtin in Harrisburg, where they would await orders and prepare for war.

“They’re staying in Harrisburg?” asked Gerda, her face lighting up with hope.

“For now,” said Hans. “I don’t know how long.”

“We could visit them,” Gerda exclaimed. “Dorothea and I, Constance, Mary—all the ladies of the sewing circle. We could carry with us anything they might have left behind or didn’t realize they needed. You saw the camp, Hans. You can advise us what to take.” She touched Anneke on the forearm. “You wouldn’t need to go, of course, not with the boys to mind and Hans here at home, and your delicate condition.”

Anneke nodded, relieved to be spared the trip. “I’ll do whatever else I can to help you prepare. If any of our friends need any sewing or knitting for their husbands finished, or if Constance wants her sons to stay with us while she’s away—that would be all right with you, wouldn’t it, Hans?”

“They’ll likely move on before you could get organized.” Then Hans winced, raked a hand through his thick brown hair, and rested  his elbows on his knees. “In any case, Constance wouldn’t need us to watch her sons because she wouldn’t be traveling with you.”

“Why not?” said Anneke. A glance to Gerda showed that she was equally perplexed.

“They didn’t let Abel enlist,” said Hans. “He argued, his friends spoke up for him, but in the end they wouldn’t let him put pen to paper. I don’t want war, you know that, but to turn away a sharpshooter, a brave man, a good loyal Unionist, all because of the color of his skin—” Hans shook his head. “Foolishness, utter foolishness, and it may cost the Union the war.”

Anneke could picture the scene vividly, and yet it was incomprehensible. Until that moment, she had thought the Union cause just and noble, their army led by wise and courageous men, and victory certain. The officers’ hubris shocked her, transformed all her confidence into doubt. How could the Union afford to turn away not only a single willing and able man, but thousands, thereby hindering the very cause they all urgently wanted to serve?

She wondered if Constance were at that very moment praising God for restoring her husband to her so unexpectedly, or if she were cursing the foolish officers who had shamed the man she loved by sending him away.
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