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Author’s Note

CLAIRE Winston is a fictional character, but as many as 250 real women, disguised as men, fought in the American Civil War. The history of Morgan’s thousand-mile raid into Union territory is fact, as are the details of his near-miraculous escape from the Ohio State Penitentiary. Some of the strangest details—such as the claim that the battle-weary Raiders wore women’s hats and veils to keep off the dust—are confirmed by contemporary sources.

The Confederate invasion of Kentucky, Indiana, and Ohio is one of the great, rarely told stories of the Civil War, and I have presented it as accurately as possible, only occasionally taking small liberties with chronology and once or twice slightly altering events for dramatic purposes. For example, as far as I can determine, Morgan never owned a slave named Job, but he did force some of his slaves to accompany him on the raid, and in the confusion several escaped, including a valet who took Morgan’s wallet with him.

One of the few purely fictional scenes is Claire’s arrival at the Cincinnati city prison. There was never a person in charge named  Habakkuk Weston, but captured officers from Morgan’s army were taken to the prison, and if Claire had been with them, she would certainly have been forced to reveal her secret during the intake process.




Claire

Put this on my Wanted poster: CLAIRE WINSTON, NÉE MUSGROVE. BOSTON HOSTESS. MURDERER. ADULTERESS. HORSE THIEF. UNION SPY. And still you will not find me, for I no longer look like the woman I was only two days ago. Indeed, I do not look like a woman at all. I have stolen the uniform of the Confederate corporal I killed and put it on. The corporal’s horse is between my legs, his pistol is in my belt, and I am riding south to join John, my lover, who fights with General Morgan’s Raiders. And if I am to be hanged for this, or more likely damned, let me say now—clearly and without reservation—that I would happily lose my life a hundred times over to see John again. . . .




Part One

FEBRUARY 1861  Two months before the start of the Civil War




Chapter One

SHE sees him for the first time in a place where nothing can be heard, said, or even seen clearly thanks to the clatter of the looms and the cotton dust that fills the air. He stands at the far end of the main hall talking to her husband, surrounded by a halo of small particles of lint that twist and revolve around his head like smoke. Although Claire can guess who he is, she cannot be sure; so for a few minutes longer he is a complete stranger, this lean, broad-shouldered young man in high boots and black wool trousers.

The jacket he carries casually slung over one shoulder suggests he comes from the western territories, but it is his hair that stops her in her tracks. In the harsh light that floods through the tall windows, it appears to be a deep, red-tinged yellow that glows like ripe wheat. For a moment she is paralyzed by its beauty. He looks like an angel, she thinks.

She instantly tries to correct this impression, but it is stamped on her mind so firmly she can’t shake it. A winter spent in Italy listening to her husband rhapsodize over pale, boyish Virgins has obviously infected her with a tendency to view people as works  of art. Whoever this stranger is, he is certainly no angel. He could as easily be a thief, scoundrel, or, worse yet, a slaver who wants to rip the Union apart so he can go on trading in human flesh.

She takes a deep breath, coughs on the cotton dust, and struggles to see the stranger as nothing more than a man who has come to discuss business with Henry, but it is already too late. As she stands in the doorway, one foot resting on the threshold, her stays suddenly seem too tight. She touches her skirt with the palms of her hands as if stroking her thighs, shakes her head as if clearing water from her ears. The thrum of the machines makes her head ache; her mouth feels dry and bright as if it has been lined with a scrap of the cloth that is pouring out of the looms. She has to fight an impulse to walk over to him, touch his hair, and see if it feels like silk or finely spun gold wire.

She should recognize this moment for what it is—the beginning of an obsession—but she doesn’t. Later, she will put her finger on the date in her journal and say: It all began here on the twelfth of February, at this place and this time, just as the War to Preserve the Union began nearly two months later to the day. But she is cursed—or perhaps blessed—with the blindness of all the young women of her generation who cannot see the full fury of the storm that is approaching.

Instead, she is ashamed. So it has come to this: her honeymoon is not over, and already she is attracted to other men. Thank God her parents will never suspect she has such desires. She will never act on them, no matter how much they torment her, and perhaps if she prays hard enough and long enough, they will go away and she will be able to be happy in her marriage; or if not happy, at least not so wretched.

The moment she thinks the word “wretched,” all the dreary misery of her honeymoon rises up to choke her. Too proud to let the women tending the looms see her cry, she turns her back to them and stares out the nearest window. In the distance, just beyond a ragged gully, she can see the remains of the forest: a few barren maples and leafless sycamores.

If only Henry would be a real husband to me, she thinks. There is no one she can talk to about the way he treats her: not her parents, not her minister, certainly not her childhood friends. The secrets of her marriage bed are not something she can discuss in a town as small as Charlesport. Yet keeping them makes her feel a vast, aching loneliness, as if her heart had been removed and replaced with a block of marble.

She hardly knows herself these days. She has never been so sad, so constantly upset. If she could have a child to love and spoil, perhaps this corrosive loneliness might go away, but under the circumstances there seems to be little chance of that. Many of her friends are already mothers. She tries not to envy them, but she has always dreamed of having a baby to hold in her arms. That was what she expected when she married Henry: happiness, love, an equal partnership of two souls perfectly matched, children to fill their house with laughter, grandchildren in their old age. But so far she has nothing except a hope that grows fainter with every passing day.

Wiping away her tears with an impatient gesture, she forces herself to calm down. She is not hysterical by nature—before she married Henry she rarely cried—and she hates these unexpected fits of despair almost as much as she hates the thoughts that provoke them. She reminds herself that her marriage is still new, and that in the months to come, her relationship with Henry may improve. Yet at the same time, she can’t help thinking what an utter fool she has been.

She can’t chalk all her troubles up to naivete. She bears responsibility for her own misery. True, she did not marry Henry for his money, but she knew she was sealing a financial bargain with him when she walked down the aisle. They never mentioned it openly, yet it colored every moment of their courtship. If she agreed to be his wife, Henry implied, he would save her parents from financial ruin. Well, he had been as good as his word, she has to grant him that. This mill—or rather, giving her father the contract to design  it—had been Henry’s wedding gift to her. It had been a gift easy to accept because at the time she thought she loved Henry and he loved her.

My parents urged me to wait, she thinks, but I refused to listen. They told me they would rather lose the farm and the stables than see me unhappily wed, but I assured them I was not marrying Henry for their sake. I knew that this was not the whole truth, but I stubbornly refused to admit it. I knew I could never console them for Ned’s death, but I believed that by following my own inclinations and marrying a man I loved, I could give them security in their old age. Why should I wait to accept Henry’s proposal when it would expose the two people I loved most to the risk of bankruptcy? I was convinced that by becoming Mrs. Henry Winston without delay I could make everyone happy: Mama, Papa, Henry, myself. And now, foolishly and in reckless haste, I have bound myself forever to a man I thought I loved, only to discover that I have no idea who he really is.

She wonders if Henry also regrets marrying her. Did he get full value for his money or does he wish he had spent it elsewhere? Possibly he wishes he had chosen a wife of his own social class—but she thinks not. He seems completely content with her. For example, he constantly assures her that her face and body are so perfect they make him swoon. “Swoon” is a word Claire has always associated with ladies calling for smelling salts, but there is nothing ladylike about Henry. Quite the contrary.

How can he see her so differently from the way she sees herself? She knows she is far from ugly, but she has never been one of those plump little quails men are supposed to be attracted to. She’s tall, lanky, coltish, and small-breasted, with narrow hips, full lips, a straight nose, and a firm chin. There’s something permanently boyish about her no matter how many petticoats and silk dresses and yards of lace she wears. Her waist-length, chestnut-colored hair can be braided into coils on either side of her head, but never quite controlled. Like her mind, it keeps escaping to places it isn’t supposed to go. Blue eyes are in fashion, but hers are gray and solemn.

Worse yet, she is strong-willed, outspoken, stubborn, impulsive,  and rebellious. Or at least she used to be before she married, before her will was broken by surprise and grief, before rebellion started to seem futile, before that strange, shameful wedding night she can’t bear to speak about even to her own mother.

Again, she catches herself on the verge of tears. This must stop. She cannot let her parents suspect how unhappy she is. It would break their hearts. Henry is another matter. She would be grateful if he bothered to notice but instead he treats her like a piece of Chinese porcelain. When she cries with anger and frustration, he dismisses her tears as charming and unimportant. He resists any attempt to discuss the state of their marriage; he is polite but firm; he determines how she wears her hair, how she speaks, walks, sits. He dresses her in expensive clothing she would never choose for herself, making her the envy of every woman she meets.

Today, for example, she is wearing a frock of pale blue silk that matches the milky blue of the February sky so perfectly that if she could rise above her troubles like one of those hot air balloons she saw in Paris, she would disappear without a trace. The square neck is edged in antique Belgian lace, the long sleeves cuffed with more lace, like the gauntlets of those seventeenth-century musketeers who haunt the portrait galleries of Europe. Her waist, tightly laced in a cage of whalebone stays, is encircled by a belt of black satin held in place by a small gold clasp set with an aquamarine as clear as water. Beneath her skirt is a cascade of ruffled hoops, taffeta petticoats, lace pantalets, silk stockings, garters; and peeking out just beneath the hem, a pair of pale blue, low-heeled leather shoes with butter-soft tops and soles as thin as eggshells.

Henry has already photographed her in this outfit a dozen times. He has dressed her in other costumes, equally expensive. At his insistence, they spent the first two months of their honeymoon in Paris so she could be fitted out in the latest fashions by the best Parisian couturiers. Henry personally supervised every detail: chose her bonnets, her parasols, her shawls, even her gloves. He took his mother’s rubies and hung them around her neck, decided  they looked all wrong, and had them reset at great expense. He bought her sapphires and emeralds, had cameos carved for her. Good God, what sane woman could complain of such a husband and if she did, who would listen?

There are ten albums bound in black leather that contain photographs of her wearing these costumes, and wearing others too, for Henry delights in dressing her as the heroines and goddesses of antiquity. She has been Helen of Troy; Athena; Penthesileia, Queen of the Amazons. Once he even dressed her as a Vestal Virgin. These photographic portraits of her have already been displayed in Boston in a public exhibition that won Henry great acclaim, for he is remarkably skilled in capturing the most minute variations of light and shadow, the angles of her face, the peculiar grace of her fingers. She is, as he never ceases to tell her, the most perfect of models.

She knew about his enthusiasm for photography when she married him. She even knew that he had taken up the art to please his late mother, whom he adored nearly as much as he hated his father. His mother had wanted him to be a portrait painter, but even after years of instruction, Henry had lacked the ability to draw anything remotely resembling a human face. Abigail Winston had not been the kind of woman to give up easily. It was she who, shortly before her death, had bought Henry his first camera; she who had been her son’s first model. Henry always claimed photography had been his salvation. He had a knack for the mechanics of it, just like his knack for making business deals.

Claire had first met him when he knocked on their door and asked her father and mother if he could photograph her, so from the earliest days of their courtship, she expected to appear in the black albums. But what she did not know was that there would be other albums, bound in green leather, that he would keep locked in a special bookcase. In them are photographs of her no one else is ever supposed to see, photographs that make her burn with shame and humiliation and fill her with despair.

She realizes she can’t go on thinking about the state of her marriage or she will go mad. Clenching her fists, she shakes herself back into the present and turns away from the window. Her thoughts from start to finish have taken only a few minutes, but when she follows the line of the looms to the end of the hall, she sees her husband and the blond stranger disappearing through an open doorway. For a moment she stares at the spot where they stood as if it has some message to give her. Then she presses her skirt and hoops against her legs so they will not catch in the machinery and hurries after them.

Her hoops make it necessary for her to take mincing steps and clutch at banisters as she descends the stairs, so by the time she reaches the ground floor, retrieves her cape from the attendant, and goes outside, Henry is already setting up his camera. The stranger and her father stand next to him, examining the apparatus.

The camera, with its brass lens and highly polished mahogany casing, is a thing of beauty. The tripod it stands on has the grace of a long-legged heron stalking the river shallows, and its glass photographic plates are as exotic as ritual objects used in pagan rites, but Claire hates it. No, hate is too weak a word: detests. She has come to think of the lens as the barrel of a gun. Even now, when it is pointed in another direction, she feels as if she is standing in the crosshairs.

Dry-eyed now and fully in control of herself, she approaches the men briskly through a world where every blade of grass is encased in frozen water. Her husband, her father, and the stranger have their backs to her, but the cold, dry air amplifies their voices.

“Forty-nine days now,” she hears Henry say. She pauses to listen and realizes he is talking about the plight of the Federal troops besieged in Fort Sumter, South Carolina, since the day after Christmas. “And what has President Buchanan done to end the crisis? Nothing, gentlemen. He is as lame a duck as ever occupied the White House, and Lincoln is powerless for three more weeks.”

“Meanwhile,” says the stranger, “the South continues to fear a Northern invasion.”

“Fear an invasion?” Henry pauses in his attempt to level the tripod. “Say rather the Confederate States would welcome an attack. Why else have they drawn up a constitution and elected a president?”

“Let us pray cool heads prevail,” says Claire’s father, always the peacemaker.

“Cool heads are few in number,” Henry says. “War is coming, Ephraim, and I fear there’s little we can do to avert it.”

Henry has been talking of nothing but the coming war since he and Claire returned from Europe. He inherited his money and his mills from his father, a rough, violent man whom he never speaks of except with contempt. Yet like the father he loathed, Henry is a shrewd businessman. He has multiplied the three original mills into a dozen. All of them, he insists, will become gold mines if the Federal government invades the South.

True, his supply of Southern cotton will be cut off, but as usual he has anticipated this. Two years ago when cotton was cheap and war seemed unlikely, he signed contracts with suppliers in Brazil and Egypt. Recently he installed machines in his mills which also allow him to produce woolen fabric. Wars, he never tires of telling Claire, mean soldiers and soldiers mean uniforms.

“If it comes to a war between the states,” the stranger says, “I intend to throw in my lot with the South.”

“Surely, sir,” Claire’s father says, “you will not fight for the right of men of one color to own men of another.”

“I do not own slaves, Mr. Musgrove, nor do I support the institution of slavery, which I hold to be evil; but I have a mother who believes Jefferson Davis is God, two sisters who are already knitting socks for the Confederate army, two older brothers who will fight for the South, and an eleven-year-old brother whom I fear they will take with them for a drummer boy. I cannot take up arms against them, nor can I face at the other end of a gun my old comrades from the Marion Military Institute, who will die to the last man to defend the sacred soil of Kentucky if the state secedes.”

“Sacred soil?” The men wheel around at the sound of Claire’s voice. In three rapid steps she is upon them. Her father gives her a warning look, but she chooses to ignore it. Recently she has been having moments when she can’t govern her tongue. She doesn’t know why except that it has something to do with the misery of her marriage and all this endless talk of war. She plants herself in front of the stranger and suddenly, as quickly as it came, the impulse to lash out at him passes, taking her anger with it. “No soil is more sacred than a human soul,” she says in a moderate tone, as if she were a reasonable woman instead of one given to sudden rushes across gravel driveways to confront men to whom she has not yet been introduced.

“On this, ma’am, we agree,” says the stranger, clearly taken by surprise. She examines his face, trying to catch the emotion beneath his words. Given that he speaks with a Southern accent, she expects to see the tight lips and bright eyes of a secessionist fanatic. She has encountered many since she and Henry arrived in Charlesport, where one can look across the Ohio River to Kentucky, where slavery is legal and, unless war comes, likely to remain so. But the stranger has a handsome, open countenance that suggests honesty, goodwill, and—much to her surprise—regret.

There is something in his face that reminds her of Ned. She was only eight when Ned drowned in the river while trying to save a friend. She had adored him with the kind of worshipful love a little girl gives to an older brother, and when the search party brought him home and laid him out on the kitchen table, the wail of her mother’s grief had ushered in what she later came to think of as the end of her childhood.

The stranger’s face contains something of Ned’s kindness, dignity, and intelligence, some hint around the mouth that, like Ned, what he is about to say is sure to be interesting; but otherwise the two could not be more different. Ned was only thirteen when he died, and this stranger is a grown man: blond and clean-shaven except for a mustache, fully six feet tall with a long, slender nose,  closely cropped hair, and eyes that appear to be neither brown nor green but a color that combines the two. There is something about the way he stands that suggests military training, but there is nothing fierce about him. If he is a warrior, Claire thinks, he is a reluctant one. Already she has forgotten that moment in the mill when she saw him as an angel.

“Do not waste your breath trying to reason with my nephew,” Henry says. “I am afraid he is a romantic young fool who is quite willing to throw his life away for a cause he does not believe in, but his foolishness is no news to anyone in the family.” Henry pauses and turns to her with a gaze that makes Claire feel as if someone has raked fingernails across a slate. It is a look of complete, happy possession, as if he has just unpacked a crate containing yet another marble statue.

“Claire, allow me to present John Taylor, my sister’s third son, twenty-four years old and already a patron of lost causes. John, this your beautiful aunt Claire. Had you attended our wedding, you would have met her sooner, but Mexico called, did it not?”

“Actually, Uncle Henry, I ended up in Colorado. That’s the name they’re planning to give the new territory.”

“No doubt you went looking for gold,” Henry says.

“No, I rode for the Pony Express.”

Claire’s father looks at John with renewed interest. Ephraim Musgrove is an architect by profession, but he has dedicated his life to breeding the fastest racehorses on the Indiana-Kentucky border. Henry, in contrast, appears to disapprove of his nephew dashing across the western territories on horseback to deliver mail, although why, Claire cannot imagine. Uncle and nephew exchange a look she can’t read. There’s something strange in Henry’s face she can’t connect to anything she knows about him.

“You may kiss your aunt on the cheek,” Henry says. “I believe, under the circumstances, that is appropriate.”

John flushes with embarrassment, and Claire perversely discovers she enjoys his discomfort. She inclines toward him and presents  her cheek. He hesitates, then darts forward and gives it a respectful peck. Later, she will look back and ask herself if she felt anything out of the ordinary at that moment, but she will be able to remember nothing. It was the kind of kiss a man could give a child or his own mother.

“Aunt Claire,” he says, “it is a pleasure to meet you.” It’s odd to hear him call her “aunt.” He’s only two years older than she is. When she thinks of aunts, she thinks of old ladies in black crepe who come to dinner and fall asleep in front of the fire. But Henry is twelve years her senior, so it makes sense that his eldest sister, Lavinia, has grown children.

“The pleasure is mine,” Claire says. She feels she has made her point about souls and sacred soils. That is not something she often manages to do these days. It’s a small victory, but sweet nevertheless. “I have heard so many good things about you.” This is perilously close to a lie. She has heard nothing about Henry’s nephew except his name and the fact that, after two years in the West, he has returned because of the impending war. Since he is passing through Indiana on his way to Kentucky, he will no doubt be at his mother’s house when she and Henry travel to Lenoir to visit her. Still, having won the first skirmish, she can afford to be generous. She doesn’t want to make an enemy out of any of Henry’s relatives, and she certainly doesn’t want to continue their argument about slavery.

No, that is not true. She does wish to continue it. She has a passionate interest in the subject, but her family harbors a secret that forbids them to discuss certain things in public except in the most general terms. Somehow, by the grace of God, she never confided that family secret to Henry even during the first months of their courtship when she believed—mistakenly, it now seems—that he loved her.

She links her arm in her father’s, afraid she has already upset him by talking so openly. Then she remembers with relief that she has not actually said anything specific. Perhaps her meaning has  been obscure. Her father gives her an affectionate smile. He is a tall, lanky, awkward man who looks rather like the new president, only more handsome. Claire loves him dearly. Since Ned’s death, she is his only child, and in many ways he has raised her as if she were the son he lost. But now, she thinks, he is worried that I have gone too far. “Shall we go home, Papa?” she asks. “Mother will need help with the pies.”

Henry gives her a startled look. He has never gotten used to the idea that Claire helps her mother in the kitchen. When they finally settle into their home in Cambridge, she will be directing a large staff of servants. The prospect fills her with a mixture of dread and excitement, for as much as the idea of being served by others makes her uncomfortable, she suspects it will be rather thrilling to stand behind the scenes of a well-run household like a puppeteer of domesticity. But Indiana is only a few decades away from the frontier, and here customs are different. A woman who doesn’t bake her own pies is hardly considered worth marrying.

But she is mistaken. Henry is not worrying about her coarsening her hands as she scrubs the pastry board. Abruptly he reaches out and places two fingers on her arm. “I have not yet taken your photograph,” he says, drawing her toward him like a man reeling in a hooked fish.

Claire feels a chill come over her. There is a pause. Then, as if on cue, a breeze springs up and the ice-covered twigs of the trees begin to clack together. Slowly, she wheels around. She has forgotten the camera. She turned her back on it, and once again it has taken her by ambush.

She longs to tell Henry she will not allow him to point the lens at her, but there is no decent way to go about this without risking a scene when they are alone together, so she gives in. “Where would you like me to stand?” she asks. Has she managed to keep the reluctance out of her voice? She hopes so. If not, Henry will make her pay for it later.

“Over there, my dear,” he says. “In front of the mill.”

She wonders if there is any hope of talking him out of this. “I thought you intended to send this photo to an illustrator in Cambridge, so he could make a sketch for the newspapers to publish. Surely any image of me will be in the way.” Again, she tries to keep the anger out of her voice. She cannot let her father suspect there is anything seriously wrong between her and her husband.

Henry does not reply. Twining his arm through hers, he leads her to a spot in front of the mill precisely between two tall towers that rise a hundred feet or more into the air. The moment she turns to face the camera, Claire feels diminished. She can sense the mill behind her, crouching and predatory: a huge, five-story block of gray limestone with banks of tall windows that glare out at the ruins of the forest. Although her father designed and built it, she has never been able to shake the sense that it is haunted by something unpleasant. Perhaps this is because she remembers the forest that formerly stood on the site, or perhaps she dislikes the mill because, if it had never existed, she might never have married Henry.

If Henry notices her discomfort, he ignores it. He turns her to the right, reconsiders, and turns her to the left. He tilts her face up slightly to catch the light, and then, to her surprise, whips off her cape. As the wind cuts through the silk of her dress, she shudders.

“I am afraid you may have to suffer a bit for art, my dear,” Henry says, “but it will only be for a moment.” He examines her dress and a look of pleasure suffuses his face. Claire follows his gaze and sees she is covered with lint. She starts to pick it off, but Henry puts his hand on her wrist to restrain her, positions her arms, and does something to her skirt that she doesn’t dare look at. She knows that if she moves, he will spend the next five minutes repositioning her.

Returning to the camera, he removes the photographic plate from its lightproof holder, inserts it, and racks the lens in and out. Claire stares back at it the way she might stare at an enemy who is in the process of attacking.

“Now,” Henry commands. Claire obediently takes in a breath  and holds it as he removes the lens cap and begins to count off the seconds. As he photographs her, she takes a mental portrait of him. Over the last year, there have been many different Henrys, all looking roughly the same but not to be confused with each other. There was the handsome Henry of their courtship: he of the coal-black hair, heavy brows, soft brown beard, and dark eyes; the man of wit, polished elegance, and European manners who made a good impression on people, particularly on women, particularly on her. This was the Henry she had believed she loved enough to marry.

Next came the Henry of the early weeks of their marriage: beard trimmed to a neat goatee that elongated his face and exposed a surprisingly full lower lip. This was a Henry she still found attractive; one she believed she might be happy with if she exercised enough patience, gave enough understanding and love.

Finally, there is this stranger who examines her from behind the camera with a polite smile that has been put on for public consumption. This is not the expression her husband assumes when they are alone together. Then he gazes at her in a way that makes her blush with shame, and although she knows he must still be handsome, she can no longer see him that way.

Henry finishes counting and puts the cap back on the lens. “Do not move, my dear,” he says. “I want to take another photograph of you while the light is right.” Claire stands like a statue as he changes the plate.

How long can I go on living like this? she thinks. Am I doomed to spend my whole life posing for his camera? She tastes something salty and realizes she has clenched her teeth so hard she has bitten her tongue.




Chapter Two

HENRY has converted a covered wagon into a mobile darkroom, complete with a black leather canopy and bottles of chemicals packed in wood shavings to avoid breakage. The darkroom, which to Claire’s eyes resembles nothing so much as a hearse, is so cumbersome that every time they travel, their luggage occupies the better part of a railcar, but when it comes to his photography, Henry spares no expense. As a result, he is able to develop the photographs that very afternoon.

At dinner, as they sit around the remains of her mother’s apple pie, he produces the best of the lot and offers it up for universal admiration. Much as Claire hates to admit it, the photograph is brilliant, but then Henry’s work always is. The mill, with its two great turrets, looks like a castle. In front stands a slender figure whom she barely recognizes as herself. The bits of lint Henry prevented her from brushing from her dress have caught the light. Some chemical process has turned them into shards of silver, so that hundreds of small stars appear to shine from her skirts and hair. She looks ghostly and unreal, as if a breath of wind will blow her away.

John leans over, takes the photograph out of Henry’s hand, and stares at it for a moment. Then he looks up and his eyes meet Claire’s. “You are very beautiful,” he says. There is such intensity in his voice that everyone, including Claire, is slightly shocked. This is not the voice of a nephew admiring his aunt; it’s the voice of a man admiring a woman. Claire feels a thrill pass through her, followed instantly by guilt. She finds Henry’s nephew attractive, and apparently he feels the same way about her. Henry takes the photograph from John without a word and arranges it on the table where Claire’s mother and father can see it more clearly. His face is blank, but Claire can feel him seething.

“Thank you,” Claire says to John. She makes her voice as neutral as possible, and is dismayed to realize she has gone too far. She sounds priggish and slightly offended, whereas she only meant to sound indifferent. John nods. He doesn’t seem to realize he has said anything unusual, nor that Claire has greeted his compliment with the barest courtesy.

Determined to save the situation, she continues more warmly: “My husband is a very talented photographer.” She hears herself emphasize the words “my husband.” She doesn’t know why she has chosen to defend Henry. Does he care? Is he jealous? She believes he is, for at her words his face darkens even more, as if she were intentionally flirting with his nephew instead of showing him a loyalty he hardly deserves. How foolish I am, she thinks, to play these sad, silly games. She lowers her eyes and pretends to be interested in what remains of her pie. She wants to rise to her feet, throw down her napkin, and leave the room, but for her parents’ sake she must pretend to be unaware that, through no fault of her own, John is attracted to her and Henry is furious about it.

Henry puts down his fork, leans forward, and points to the photograph. His index finger lingers on the fragments of cotton that cling to Claire’s dress. “The mill workers call this ‘fly,’ ” he says. “It is worse on the spinning floors. Sometimes one can hardly see for it.”

“Do the workers breathe in the lint?” Claire’s father asks.

“I suppose so.” Henry turns to Claire, although there is no reason for him to do so because he continues to speak to her father. “It is all part of the process. It cannot be helped.”

At this, something snaps inside her. She has been so patient, so well-meaning, so determined to do what is right, yet at the same time, she has been struggling to make a decision. Now Henry, with his jealousy, his infernal camera, and his indifference to the health of his workers, has made it for her.

After dinner, she manages to be alone with her father. “If you are going to the river tonight, Papa,” she says, “I want to go with you.” Her father is clearly surprised. She is supposed to be on her honeymoon. He frowns and examines her dress: another of Henry’s selections: thirteen yards of dark blue velvet held out by a stiff hoop.

“Not in that, I hope,” he says.

“No, of course not.” Claire is relieved that he does not ask her why she does not wish to spend this cold February night in bed next to her husband. Yet, at the same time she knows that by uttering this abrupt request, she has risked letting him suspect her marriage is not happy. “I know I should tell Henry,” she continues, “but I cannot bear to. He worries constantly about my welfare. He loves me so much, you see.” She smiles brightly and soldiers on. “I will let him know our family secret by and by, but not yet.” Impulsively, she throws her arms around her father’s neck. “Oh, Papa,” she says, “I love you so very much. And I am happy with Henry. Very happy.”

Although her father returns her embrace, perhaps she does not completely deceive him, for he asks: “Truly happy, Claire? Truly sure you’ve made the right choice?”

“Truly happy, Papa. Truly sure.” She steps back and quickly changes the subject. “I will put on trousers so I can ride astride and hang on to the children if there are any.”

“Reverend Burke tells me there will be one, perhaps two.”

Walking over to the window, Claire’s father presses his fingers against the frost on the glass. “Poor souls,” he says. “What a cold trip they must be having.”

“I will row,” Claire says. “Will that do?”

Her father turns and touches her affectionately on the arm. “That will do very well, Clairey,” he says. “I can always rely on you.”

 
During more than a quarter century of marriage, Claire’s parents have developed a mysterious system of communication. Claire is not sure how it works, but, although she is positive her father has had no opportunity to speak to her mother in private before they retire, by the time Claire mounts the stairs, candle in hand, to join Henry, her mother is waiting for her on the second-floor landing.

At the approach of middle age, Amanda Musgrove is still beautiful, with a wide brow, serene brown eyes, and dark hair as yet untouched by gray. A former schoolteacher and sweet-tempered by nature, she has always encouraged Claire not only to be independent, but to follow her conscience no matter how unpleasant the consequences. Tonight as proof of this, she holds in her arms a pair of men’s trousers; sturdy, thick-soled boots; and a heavy black sweater that seems to absorb light rather than reflect it. These are the clothes Claire always wears when she accompanies her father on that family mission that must never be spoken of in front of strangers. There have been three sets of such clothing over the years, growing in size as Claire grew. The first pair of trousers were small enough for a tall girl of fourteen who wished to pass in the darkness for a boy. There were not many mothers who would have allowed a daughter of that age to ride out with her father in the dead of night, but Amanda Musgrove is not ordinary in any sense of the word. In fact, she would be riding to the river with Ephraim and Claire tonight if she were not prevented by physical disability from sitting firmly in the saddle. Born with a slightly clubbed foot  and weak ankles, she cannot be sure of the stirrups. So Claire rides for both her mother and herself.

“I will leave these in the kitchen for you,” Amanda says, shifting the clothing from her right arm to her left. “The moon should be up by then, so if you open the shutters, you won’t need a light.”

“Thank you, Mama.”

“Does Henry know?”

“No.”

“And you have seen no reason to tell him?”

“No.”

“Claire, there isn’t anything wrong between you and Henry, is there?”

“No, Mama. We couldn’t be happier.” The lie almost chokes her, and she finds herself on the verge of confessing everything. “Henry loves me so much,” she says quickly, not meeting her mother’s eyes. “He would insist on coming along to protect me, but he can’t swim.”

The ghost of Ned suddenly hovers over the conversation. Claire’s mother turns slightly pale and grips Claire’s hand. “Then you must not tell him,” she says. “The river is running very high.” Claire feels so guilty about using Ned’s memory to deceive her mother that she cannot reply.

“You must slip out after Henry falls asleep,” her mother continues. “Both you and your father will need to move with particular quiet. The floorboards in the hallway still creak.” She makes no attempt to persuade Claire to stay home. Amanda Musgrove believes that there are some things more important than family or even life itself. Human freedom is one of them.

“Henry is a sound sleeper, Mama,” Claire says. “I do not think he is likely to wake.”

“Good.” Suddenly Amanda reaches out, twines her arm around Claire’s waist, and draws her close. Her hoop touches Claire’s and the full skirts of the women, one of blue velvet, one of mauve taffeta, bound gently away from each other like soft bells. “My  dear,” she says, “you will be careful, won’t you? The bounty hunters are coming across the river armed like hunters in pursuit of deer. The closer war approaches, the bolder they become.”

“I will be careful,” Claire says, but her pulse begins to race, and she feels the first twitch of the bone-chilling fear that always accompanies her when she rides to the river with her father. She had not realized the situation was so dire. So the slave hunters are crossing boldly into Indiana these days, heavily armed, as if the pursuit of runaway slaves was a blood sport instead of a matter of human lives? Do they cross from Kentucky to Indiana because the hunt amuses them, or do they come for the reward money? Claire hopes they only come for the money. Greed is something she can understand.

Amanda kisses Claire on the forehead and releases her. “You had better go up to Henry now,” she says. “He will be wondering what is keeping you.”

In the upstairs bedroom Claire occupied as a child and now temporarily shares with her husband, she finds Henry sitting on the edge of the bed in his dressing gown, examining the rest of the photographs he developed this afternoon. He looks up when she enters and smiles pleasantly. Henry is so unfailingly courteous that she often longs to throw something at him.

Laying the photographs down on the embroidered counter-pane, he examines her. “Turn for me,” he orders. Not wishing to provoke him into questions or delay him from retiring for the night, she centers herself where her full skirt will not knock brica-brac to the floor, and spins in a slow circle. Her taffeta petticoats make a faint rustling sound like rain washing against sand. On the wall, a series of shadow-Claires turns with her, multiplied by the candle flames.

Henry regards the shadows as intensely as he regards the flesh-and-blood woman who turns before him. She can see he is making notes in his head, calculating how many seconds he might need to count off to expose the plate properly and capture the effect. For a  moment she is afraid he will insist on setting up his camera, but then she realizes that, even if he lights a magnesium ribbon, he will never be able to photograph the shadows. Since these seem to be his main object of interest, she is probably safe.

“You may stop,” he says. Claire completes a revolution and comes to a halt facing him.

“Dark blue is your color; velvet your texture,” he observes. “As are emerald green and burnt umber; silk and muslin.” Four generations of mill owners have produced in Henry an almost encyclopedic knowledge of cloth. He cannot tolerate Claire in velveteen but finds silk velvet charming. The idea of her wearing nankeen or drabbet makes him bilious, whereas cashmere wins his enthusiastic approval. Claire is certain he would rather see her dead than clothed in the trousers and sweater that await her in the kitchen.

“I dream of a future when the camera will be perfected,” he says. This is no news to Claire, who waits impatiently for him to continue. “Someday photographers will be able to record color. What vistas of beauty will then be opened! Imagine capturing the golden penumbra of a daffodil, or”—he points to the wall—“the colors of those shadows. Can you see them? Purple, violet, red, gray?”

“I see only shadows,” Claire says. “And they all appear to be the same color to me, Henry.”

He sighs. “You do not have the eye of an artist.”

“No,” she admits. “I do not.” At moments like this she is sure she is as much of a disappointment to Henry as he is to her.

“I do not want you to become too friendly with John,” Henry says. Claire is taken by surprise by the sudden shift in the conversation. Her confusion must show in her face, for Henry adds impatiently, “My nephew. I do not want you to befriend him.”

“Why not? He seems pleasant enough.”

“There are some things you do not need to know, my dear.”

“Does John have an evil reputation, Henry, or are you angry with him for saying that he will fight with the Confederacy? Do  explain, I beg you. Drunkard, cad, traitor? Which word shall we pick to consign your nephew to a place where his own aunt cannot be civil to him? They all sound very exciting.”

“Come to bed,” Henry says. “I will help you out of your stays.” He rises to his feet and starts toward her. So the conversation about John, brief as it was, is now at an end. Claire is annoyed that Henry will not elaborate on his warning. He is definitely jealous, she thinks. For a moment she wishes he had cause. Then she does her best to dismiss John from her mind.

Her good intentions last until she slips into her nightgown and crawls in beside Henry, who immediately scuttles to the far side of the bed and turns his back on her.

“Try not to touch me,” he says. “I cannot sleep if you go hanging on me all night.”

“I’ll do my best,” Claire says, “but the bed is very narrow.” For some reason Henry’s words wound her more than anything else he has done—or, rather, not done—since their wedding night. All day she has been on the verge of tears. Now she finds herself crying in earnest. If only Henry would turn over, take her in his arms, and comfort her. But he never touches her if he can help it. He does not even want to be in this bed with her.

He does not ask her what is wrong, and by the time she has stopped crying, he is asleep. For a long time she lies beside him listening to him breathe and wondering how it is possible to feel so alone when you are lying next to a man you call your husband. Finally, when she is sure he is not likely to wake up, she carefully pulls back the covers on her side, slips out, throws on a robe, and tiptoes downstairs to the kitchen, where her father is already waiting. Papa has not lit a candle, for which she is grateful. She would not like him to see her face right now. It would tell him far too much about the state of her marriage.
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