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Dedication

To my husband, Harold,

whose love of history has inspired my own.



To the Reader

Based on a True Story—Sort Of . . .

This is a work of both historical fact and historical imaginings. The majority of characters you will meet lived and worked in the late nineteenth century. Many have well-documented lives; some do not.

From the existing writings, diaries, letters, magazines, court documents, and news reports, I have conjured their lives as best I can. In particular, the inner thoughts, feelings, and motivations of Vinnie Ream, Cornelius Boudinot, Richard Hoxie, and their compatriots in this narrative are entirely imagined. My story does, however, abide by the generally known facts and events in Vinnie’s life, and I have sometimes quoted from her diaries and letters.

If you wish to know more, a listing of the historical personages found in this novel and a discussion of the background research can be found in the Author Notes at the back.



Part 1

1861 to 1863

“The smartest politician of them all.”

Mark Twain

“How Miss Vinnie Ream Got into the Capitol—and Won’t Be Turned Out.”

The Chicago Republican, February 19, 1868
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MAY 1861

Fort Smith, Arkansas

Fort Smith is the hottest it’s ever been, but the oppressive air doesn’t stop my feet from churning up the dirt and pebbles. I can’t believe what I’ve heard.

I kick harder as if mere feet could stomp the coming disaster deep into the earth. Sweat pours down my neck and gathers in my armpits. My cotton dress tangles around my legs. My hair tumbles from the pins Mary inserted so carefully this morning. I stick to the shady side of the road. It helps little. Nothing will cool the burning betrayal inside me.

It is only a half mile from Pa’s real estate office to the boarding house. It feels like a thousand. 

I arrive out of breath and in an unladylike disarray, sure to set Ma’s tongue to lashing. I don’t care. My world is crashing down around me.

Ma is hanging the wash in the yard like it’s an ordinary day. Sheets drip onto the dry dirt. Chickens scratch for bugs. The sun beats down.

I skid to a halt in front of her. “We’re leaving Fort Smith?” I see by the pinch in her lip that it’s true.

My mother wipes her hands on her apron and uses the sweet-talking tone I can’t abide, the one that works so well on Pa. “Calm yourself. You’re sixteen, not a child. Arkansas has seceded from the Union. There’s going to be a war.”

All my hot fury flames out. “But why all the way to Washington City? Going there is what you want, not Pa. He loves the wild prairie. You’re the one who hates it here. You just want to wear fashionable clothes and hobnob with politicians’ wives.”

Ma swipes the hair off her sweaty brow, her sun-crinkled face sufficient reproof against my accusation. “My days of being a fine lady are long gone, child. Not that I ever was one. Society ladies don’t raise three children in a log cabin on the edge of the wilderness with a husband off exploring uncharted territory.” She casts me a smile that hides all sorts of truths. “We are leaving because we can’t stay here, Vinnie. Your pa’s ill. He’s been promised a position in the War Department—a desk job. He can’t ride all day in the saddle, doing government land surveys anymore.”

There’s truth in what she says, but not enough to cool my anger. “Why didn’t you tell me? I had to hear it from the shoeshine boy.”

Ma hangs up another sheet. “We knew you’d react like this—totally unreasonable.”

I stop bouncing my foot and straighten my posture. “Can’t Bobbie do the mapping for Pa?”

“Your brother has no hankering for it, and you know it. He’d rather challenge his Cherokee buddies to a horse race or sit listening to the tribal elders’ stories.”

I pull a wet sheet from the basket and throw it over the line. “Fine, I’ll do the surveys and say Bob did them.”

Ma wags her finger at me. “That there notion is another reason we are going to Washington. Lord knows I’ve tried to wipe the tomboy out of you. Look at you. I sacrificed my savings to send you and Mary to that female academy. Lied about your age so you could acquire some social graces. What would Major Rollins say if he saw you looking like some country bumpkin? You’ve been raised to be a well-behaved young lady. You’re not one of these native savages.”

My heart does a little twist—not all the natives are savages. There is one . . . but that is an argument for another time.

I clench my fists, gather all my resentment, and spew it out. “I won’t go. You can’t make me. Not now. Not ever. I need space. I need air. I need to be with my friends.”

“What you need is exposure to polite society where your singing and art are appreciated, not wasted on the local bucks nosing around after you girls. Just think. You and Mary will have a chance to marry fine gentlemen.”

“Mary, maybe. Not me.”

Ma’s chin juts out. “Of course you will marry, Vinnie.”

“I will never marry a snooty Easterner. Never.” I spin around and race to the paddock, whistle for my calico pony, leap onto his bare back, and dash to the gate. Our old coonhound, Thunder, expects a lark and runs after us, ears flapping, his once strong bay, a low grumble. I slow and wait for the old guy to catch up.

Ma shouts after me, “Miss Lavinia Ellen Ream. You get back here right quick. I swore you were too old at sixteen to switch. I see I was wrong.”

No longer listening, I spur my pony down the lane, fleeing to my secret place, far from scolding mothers and impending doom.

In minutes, the last of the town’s buildings lies behind. I lengthen the reins and give my pony his head. Racer needs little guidance. He knows the way. 

We cross the wagon train tracks, head into the rolling hills, and follow the familiar deer path down to the Arkansas River’s edge. My bower lies mere inches from the lapping current, the lower leaves mud-stained from the spring floods.

I tether Racer and crawl under the fronds. It’s cooler here. My dress is already filthy, so I plop down on the muddy bank, yank off my boots and stockings, then trail my feet in the cool shallows.

Thunder arrives panting and settles into the damp earth beside me. Running my hand down his neck, I pinch off stray burrs. For years, he was Pa’s faithful companion, trekking behind him as he crisscrossed the unknown western lands, fording rivers, sleeping rough, parleying with the Indians, and putting Iowa and Kansas on the map. I pat his head. The old hound’s frontier-stomping days are long over. Soon, mine and Pa’s will be, too.

I scoop up a handful of river clay, roll it in my palm, then smash it flat again and again. I refuse to be uprooted from the prairie I love and taken to the most corrupt city in the land.

With my fingers, I reshape the clay into a ball, work in eye sockets, a strong nose, and broad lips, then, using my fingernail, I etch in his long, flowing hair. Cornelius Boudinot—the handsomest and smartest man I know—my sister Mary’s heartthrob.

I set the sculpture down and gaze up at the sky. Poor Mary. What must she be feeling, having to leave him behind? If Boudy were mine, nothing would stop me from staying here with him—if he were to ask.

But he hasn’t asked.

I shake my head. And if he did, I’d have to refuse. He can’t be mine. He’s Mary’s. He’s been courting her for months and months. And I would never hurt my sister. I love her too much.
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MAY 1861

Fort Smith, Arkansas

Our last day in Fort Smith comes way too soon. Through my bedroom’s open window, harnesses jingle. Horses snort. Trunks thud. Pa grunts and groans as he and my brother load all our possessions into the wagon.

With a huff, I plop down on the bare mattress and peer around the room I’ve shared with my sister for the past three years. The room lies empty, curtains down, the quilts and rag rugs packed. Despite my arguments, we are leaving.

I scrunch my nose at my sister. We usually agree on everything, but for the last three days, she’s quashed every idea I’ve had to keep us here, where we belong. I try again. “You truly want to leave?”

“Yes.” She opens the lid of the battered trunk that crossed the ocean with our Scottish grandmother and will ferry our belongings far from the frontier where we’ve grown up.

I fall back on the mattress, my temples pounding, and broach the one argument I have avoided. “What about Boudy?”

She whirls around and glares at me. “What about him?”

I jerk my head up. I am not used to such a sharp tone. “You could marry him.” I should stop there, but I don’t. “I would if he were my beau.”

Mary fists her hands. “Oh, Vinnie. Elias Cornelius Boudinot isn’t going to marry me. He’s a man with ambitions. A lawyer with a future. Why would a rising member of the Cherokee tribe hitch himself to a debt-ridden white man’s daughter?”

“But you spent all that time with him.”

“Arguing politics, singing duets together, and writing bad poetry is not love. Nor a basis for marriage. So, forget Boudy and get packing.”

But I can’t forget him. It was me he kissed that night in the stable. Me he declared he loved. 

I glance at Mary’s drawn-in posture. She looks like an old woman, not a young girl of twenty. She doesn’t want to leave him. I can tell.

We have never had secrets between us, but for her sake, that kiss must be kept buried deep inside, no matter how much I long to let it out. I gnaw the inside of my cheek.

“Vinnie, stop daydreaming.” My sister’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “We’ve got to get over these Fort Smith buddies of Bob’s who’ve been hanging around.” She carefully folds up a stocking. “This is our grand opportunity. In the city, we’ll be able to attract the finest, richest, most well-educated gentlemen in the land to be our husbands.” There is no joy in her voice.

I roll over onto my stomach. “That’s what Ma says. But Boudy is better than any of them. You know that.”

Mary turns away and tucks up another stocking, but she can’t hide the tears trickling down her cheek. She throws the ball of stocking in the trunk. “You know nothing about men, especially that one.”

My heart pinches. I’ve hurt her. It was a mistake to badger her about Boudy. 

Moving to her side, I throw my arms around her and inhale her lavender scent. “Sorry. I’m sure you and Ma are right.”

She forces a smile. “You might not remember our trip to the Capital when you were five, but I do. I can’t wait to get back there. You’ll change your mind when you see how grand it is. Just think, we will be able to go to balls, ride in carriages, and be courted the way we should. So, stop delaying and move along.”

It is fruitless to argue more. I’m not brave enough to stay behind on my own. And war is coming. Though why Washington City will be safer than Fort Smith, I have no idea.

I stare at the dresses hanging on the pegs and picture our looming future. “Why bother packing this stuff? Everything we own will be out of style in the city.”

Mary huffs. “It will be a long while before we can afford any new finery. You planning to parade around the capital in your unmentionables?”

“I don’t want to parade around that foul pit at all. I want to stay here in the West. The war won’t affect us. We’re not politicians, us Reams. We’re explorers.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We’re anti-slavery Northerners. All those so-called friends of yours will turn on us once the shooting starts.”

Gritting my teeth, I tug my workaday dress over my head and don the garb of the young lady I am supposed to be. Atop my chemise and stays goes the detested cage crinoline, the cotton over-petticoat, followed by my second-best dress. I hook the bodice to the skirt and button up the front. Last is the confining, starched white collar. I pinch it closed with my tiny pearl pin, a gift from my closest friend from Christian Female College, Elizabeth Rollins.

I face my sister. “Is this how we will attract those paragons of yours?” I hold out the yellow gingham skirt with its frayed hem and twirl. “Wearing these oh-so-fashionable garments?”

Mary peers down at her own washed-out calico. “We do need new clothes.” Her mouth twists. “Once Pa has the mapping position, we’ll be able to have something more stylish made.”

For Mary’s sake, I hope so.

Footsteps pound up the stairs.

“Ready with that trunk?” Bob bounds into the room, at twenty-three, all bone and muscle, and overflowing energy. “Pa’s waiting. And Ma’s fuming.”

Mary scoops up her straw hat and sets it atop her neatly parted, buckeye-brown hair. “I’m packed, but Vinnie hasn’t even started.”

“Figures. I swear Vee is some waif Pa found on one of his mapping surveys and toted home in his saddlebag. Look at her—too dark eyes, too wild black hair. Never on time and always in the way.”

The little piece of me that believes Bob’s teasing twinges. I straighten up. “I am, too, a Ream. And I’m way more reliable than you, brother.” I yank my few dresses from their pegs and squash them into the space remaining in the trunk. “Where have you been these past two days while we scrubbed and cleaned?”

“Off to Indian Territory. On man’s business.”

“Man’s business? More like betting on horse races.”

“No. Way more important stuff is going on, brat. There’s a war brewing, in case you didn’t notice. The Confederacy is enlisting men for the army.”

“For sure, I noticed.” I jam in the last flannel petticoat and slam the lid down. “It’s why we’re trekking across the country so Pa can make maps for a War Department.”

Bob hefts the trunk onto his shoulder. “Be thankful you won’t be going to the poorhouse. Pa needs that job. The real estate business has gone flat broke, what with the war coming and all.”

Mary shifts to the side to let him pass. “I’m sure the conflict won’t last long.”

My brother throws back his head and laughs. “Beyond a doubt, the South will win its freedom from the Union in no time. Those wimps up north will never take up arms against their fellow countrymen.”

Mary jerks up her chin. “They’d better. Slavery is an abomination. I will never forget seeing those poor women and children in shackles, being herded like animals. It would be ungodly to introduce the practice to the new territories.” With a pinch-faced glare at Bob, she heads out the door and down the stairs.

I place my girlish straw hat atop my out-of-control curls and seize the ribbons. “You’re wrong, Bob. The North will fight. Wait and see.”

He readjusts the trunk on his shoulder. “Bah. Not when the Indians rise up against them, too.”

I tug on the bonnet ties. “The Indians? What are you talking about?”

“The Southern Cherokee voted to fight for the Confederacy last night.”

The ribbons fall from my hands. “Was Boudy there?”

“Of course. He gave a great speech about all the ways Washington has cheated the tribe and gone back on their promises.”

Despite the early morning cool, I flush hot. “I don’t believe you. Boudy would have told us he was going to side with the South when he last visited.”

“You think he’d support the North after what the feds did to his Cherokee kin?”

My skin prickles. Bob’s right. Boudy’s mother might have been white, and he might have grown up in Connecticut, but members of his family died on the forced march to Indian Territory. His father was assassinated for signing the treaty.

“I know he has his reasons. I just wish . . .”

“What?”

“Did he give you a message for me?” With a gulp, I correct myself, “For Mary?”

“Nope. Why should he? He’s got way more important things to think about than silly girls.” Bob slides the trunk higher on his shoulder. “Now get a move on if you don’t want to be left behind.” With that, he turns and thumps down the stairs.

I stare at his disappearing back and fight back tears. Boudy will be risking his life in battle, and for the wrong side.

“Vinnie.” Pa’s voice resounds from the yard below. “We’re leaving.”

I survey the bare room to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything. Oh, yes. I lift the loose floorboard beneath the bedstead and pluck out the clay head of Boudy. 

Mary is right. I don’t know men at all, especially this one. I should smash it to pieces, but I can’t. I thrust it back between the floorboards, then bound down the stairs. Time to forget about Boudy. Time to face the coming future.
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Half an hour later, our wagon halts at the dock. I gaze up at the giant paddle wheeler. Our itinerary has been drilled into my head the whole way here. First, the steamer will ferry us to the port of Napoleon on the Mississippi. From there, we will take a bigger steamship north, up the Ole Miss to Cincinnati, then another along the Ohio River to Pittsburgh, where we’ll at last catch the train to the Capital. Over a thousand miles. Almost two weeks on the road. I can barely conceive of it.

Lifting the brim of my straw hat, I peer up the rows of cabin windows. The trip will be hellish. All Papa could afford is one measly cabin for all of us. How will I survive living in close quarters with my family for the next two weeks or so? Already, my sister is on my case.

Mary nudges me in the arm with her elbow again. “Get moving. No more of this pigheadedness. We’re getting on that boat.”

She stomps up the gangway ahead of me. I wrinkle my nose at her back, then gather up my precious guitar and music folio and follow her. At the top of the gangplank, I slow and gaze upriver toward my beloved hills and grasslands. How will I live confined in a city far from the prairie I love?

I shift the folio beneath my arm. Ma is right about one thing—I’m more likely to find fame and fortune in Washington City than out here on the frontier. 

Music and art are my great loves. And I have the talent. My art teacher said so, and Pa’s old friend, Major Rollins, has even arranged for my painting of Martha Washington to be put on display in the main hall at the school. Maybe, despite the anger balled tighter than a chigger in my chest, leaving Fort Smith and Boudy is the best thing that could happen.

I look back at the dock. The crowd has thinned. The wagons have been unloaded. Behind me, the steam boilers rumble. The ship’s horn whoops. We’ll be leaving in minutes. Turning my back on the river, I wend my way along a deck crowded with fellow townsfolk also fleeing the war and sweat-drenched slaves hefting bales of smoky-sweet tobacco and white fluffy cotton.

Ahead, angry voices rise over the churning of the engine. It sounds like Ma. I hurry forward, only to smash into Bob.

“Always in the way, brat,” he hisses as he shoves me aside, knocking me off balance. Down I go. My guitar hits the deck and clangs in its case. My folio opens, and sheet music and pencil sketches fly in every direction.

Ma, hard on Bob’s heels, glances at me but keeps going. “You get right back here, young man. You are not staying behind.”

Bob jerks his head over his shoulder but doesn’t slow his footsteps. “Pa said I could stay. I’ll come on a later boat. I promise.” Then he leaps down the gangplank and is gone in a flash.

Ma calls after him, “You stay safe. And don’t you dare hie off to be a soldier.”

I press my lips together. Knowing my brother, that’s exactly what he’ll do the minute the steamship leaves the dock. 

I scramble to my feet, only to come face-to-face with my mother.

She glares at me. “Look at you. You are the clumsiest creature ever.”

“But Bob—”

“Don’t you blame your brother for your failings. Make yourself proper—gentlemen are watching. Then gather up all these papers.”

I look down. In the melee, my annoying hoop skirt has hiked up, revealing my bare limbs. I tug the dress down and use my tiniest voice. “Sorry.”

“Don’t try that little-girl tone on me. How will we face our fellow travelers after such a display? In fact, consider yourself confined to the cabin till we reach the Mississippi.” She punctuates her decision with a sharp nod. “Yes, that would be for the best. Mary can bring you your meals. You can do the cleaning and mending while pondering the errors of your ways.”

My head pounds. I won’t survive trapped in an airless cabin. “Ma, you can’t lock me up.”

“Of course, I can.” Her voice trembles. The skin beneath her left eye quivers. She gazes off toward the dock. I can see the tears in her eyes, put there by my brother’s desertion.

It is not me she’s angry with, and I love her too much to add to her burdens. So, for once, I do not sass back.

Instead, I bend my neck. “Okay, fine.” 

Later, I’ll appeal to Pa. He’ll get Ma to relent. Bob might be my mother’s favorite, but I’m my father’s.
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JUNE 1861

WashinGton City

Mary and I cling to each other as we bump over the ruts of New Jersey Avenue. We have arrived in the capital, and I already hate it.

The hub of the Union is ten times hotter than Fort Smith, the air heavy with swampy damp and foul odors. Volunteer militia with ill-trimmed beards and dirt-stained uniforms shout lewd comments as we pass. Women in hoops, three times as wide as our country versions, avert their eyes. Fine gentlemen in toplofty hats laugh and jeer. Beside me, my sister sits like a statue, her back rigid, her chin tight. All her excitement at arriving in the city has been eaten away by the reality of our situation.

We are no fine ladies. After fourteen days on steamboats and almost forty-eight hours on the train, we look like the penniless, bedraggled refugees we are. But there is nothing we can do about it.

To distract her, I point at the building looming ahead. “That’s got to be the Capitol. Looks like the pictures in our book at school.”

“Stop pointing.” Mary tips her head down. “Everyone’s gawking at us already.”

But I can’t help myself. I’ve never seen such a grand edifice in my life. 

I squint against the glare of the sun bouncing off the white façade. “It’s just like the ancient Greek temples I sketched in art class. The capitals on the columns are Corinthian, I think.” I poke out my lower lip. “Too bad the dome isn’t finished.”

Mary squeezes my arm. “Shush, Vinnie. One would think you want the whole world leering at us.”

“Pah, Mary.” I lean further out of the wagon to get a better view. “I hope our house is nearby. I can’t wait to climb those gleaming marble steps, stand under the portico, and roam its halls. I bet it’s just full of artwork.” I swivel and yell over the stack of trunks to where Pa and Ma sit crowded in with the driver. “Are we close yet?”

Ma glares back at me. “Child. For the ten-thousandth time, set yourself quiet.”

My father lifts his country straw and wipes his brow. “It’s right fine, Lavinia. After all the wailing about leaving Fort Smith, I’m glad to see her happy to be here.”

A couple passing by casts sour looks in our direction. 

Mary hunches back against the trunks. “Bad enough we look like hayseeds. Do we have to act uncouth, too?” She yanks the brim of her hat down even further. “Why couldn’t Pa have rented a closed coach?”

“There’s no money left.”

Mary lets the burr of frustration slip into her voice. “Don’t I know it? We have a lot of work ahead of us. Unpacking. Cleaning. Getting ready to take in boarders. Until Pa gets the promised position in the War Department, we’ll be living on what rent we can bring in.”

That litany of hated tasks is enough to sweep away any excitement I have about being here. 

I settle back and gaze at the passing scene, my spirits sinking lower and lower. We pass rows of houses, cheek by jowl in the hot sun, with no space between them, no grass, no trees, no air. How will I survive in such a place?

The livery wagon turns left and, a few minutes later, stops in front of a three-story clapboard house. I swallow a groan. The building surely dates to the Revolution, and the years haven’t been kind. Standing alone on an empty section of the street, the house is the same unidentifiable brown as the bare dirt surrounding it. Not a blade of grass or flowering bush softens its unwelcoming appearance.

“We gave up our spacious Fort Smith house for this place?” I clamber off the back of the livery wagon and stare at our new home.

Pa, who always finds some good in the worst of situations, joins me. His shoulders droop. “I’m sorry, Vinnie. I know this is not where you wish to be, but I’m sure you will find lots to explore once we settle in. And with our antislavery views, we’ll be safer here.”

All but Bob. But I keep that to myself, put my hand in his, and squeeze. “I know.”

Ma directs the driver to unload the trunks, grabs a carpet bag, and strides up the steps. She opens the front door and waves us inside. “Move along, girls. No one said this would be easy. Looks like we have a passel of scrubbing ahead.”

I close my eyes, count to ten, then follow her in.
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A month later, there’s been no change in our circumstances. I wring out the mop and frown at the worn stone floor in the kitchen. I’ve done my part, but all the mopping in the world will not bring boarders to our door. We may be walking distance to the Capitol, but our location is too isolated from the political hubbub. Even the gaslights do not come this far. Across the way, cornfields stretch to the north. Untended pigs, geese, and goats wander the street and tear up our attempt at a garden at will.

If we don’t get some boarders soon, Pa might have to shoot one of the annoying beasts so we don’t starve. But tonight, Ma has made braised beef stew from a cheap cut of meat. It has been simmering on the stove all day to tenderize it, and the scent is making my stomach growl.

I lift the lid and inhale the rich aroma of the cloves and port wine that give Ma’s stew its distinctive flavor. “Yum.”

My sister flies into the kitchen. “Pa says a possible boarder has come.”

Ma looks up from rolling out the biscuit dough. “Who?”

Mary tips her head toward the parlor. “Some stranger Major Rollins has brought. Pa has invited them to dinner.”

Ma grins. “Smart man. Best way to land a boarder is to fill his belly with good food. So, get to work, girls. Mary, get that spiced pickle we made last week. Vinnie, finish cutting out these biscuits.”

I stamp out a row of biscuit rounds using one of Ma’s porcelain teacups, chipped from the trip East, and place the rounds in the cast iron pan. “I wonder if the congressman has any news of Bob?”

Ma bangs down the wooden spoon. “Don’t mention your brother. I will not let Bob’s foolish behavior affect our relationship with the major. We owe him too much.”

Mary wraps her arms around Ma’s waist. “Don’t worry. Bob will show up any day now. He’s just enjoying some freedom before heading east.”

I pinch my lips together. I don’t think so. My brother might hate slavery as much as we do, but his heart lies with Boudy and his Cherokee friends. But I dare not say anything. Everyone is on edge as it is.

Ma breaks free of Mary’s hug and places the pan on the stove. “Vinnie, take the men some lemonade and tell them the meal will be on the table in ten minutes, soon as the biscuits are done.”

I tear off the apron, fill three glasses, and place them on a tray. At the parlor door, I halt, hoping to catch some of the man-talk before they see me.

“It’s the best I could do,” Major Rollins says.

“No, that’s fine, James. Half-time at the War Department will tide us over.”

Rollins presses his palms together. “The work should increase with the war buildup. I’m sure they will give you more hours in no time. Meanwhile”—he turns toward me—“would you consider having one or both of your girls take a job at the post office? Their staff has been decimated by the sneaky dealings of that Confederate traitor, Postmaster General Reagan. The Southern sympathizers he lured away didn’t just leave; they took the ledgers, documents, and maps. Lincoln’s new postmaster appointee, Montgomery Blair, needs help to turn things around. Can’t let those traitors stop the mails, you know.”

I can barely breathe. A government job would bring in good money. Far more than Ma can make doing rich folks’ laundry. And anything would be better than the daily drudgery and being under Ma’s thumb all day long.

Pa leans back in his chair and fingers his beard. “I don’t know. Mother is hoping our young ladies will find good men to wed.”

Good men? I think not. 

I step into the room.

The major looks toward me and winks. “The work would be no hardship for your bright angels. If my family were in Washington, I’d let my own daughters take the positions. The General Post Office is one of our most elegant buildings—tidy and expertly run now Blair is in charge.” He grins at me. “You interested, Vinnie? They pay the same wage to women as they do men.”

I tip my chin, as if considering, though earning a man’s wages is motivation enough. “Sounds like a great opportunity, Major Rollins.”

Pa wags his finger at me. “That’s my girl. Always ready to jump into something new.” He gives me a sad smile. “You know your ma will be none too pleased. She may say no, child.”

I bow my head. Ma will say no. That’s a surety. She insists our virtue be well-guarded. Still, a full-time job is the answer to my prayers. If I work, I can help Ma and Pa get on their feet again. With more money coming in, Mary could dress better and be more likely to forget Boudy and find her dream man.

“And Vinnie, I haven’t forgotten your interest in art.” Rollins tips his head toward the foppish stranger sitting beside him, adorned in an overabundant mustache and curls every woman would envy. “Meet the renowned painter, George Healy. Here from Chicago to deliver his painting of President Lincoln. I thought he could take a room with your folks for his stay.”

George Healy. Even I have heard of his artistic accomplishments. He has painted queens, princes, and so many presidents. And now he sits beneath my schoolgirl drawing of the Parthenon, pinned up to hide a stain on the wallpaper. I should flee upstairs and bury myself under my covers. But I have never been that shy.

I balance the tray of lemonade and curtsey as best I can. “Most honored to make your acquaintance.”

“Let’s have some of that lemonade.” Pa waves me over, and I pass out the glasses. When I reach Healy, I don the smile Ma calls my little flirt, the one that got me into trouble back in Fort Smith. “It is an honor to meet you, sir.”

Healy takes a sip from his glass. “James has told me wonderful things about your talent, Miss Ream. I understand your portrait of Martha Washington now hangs at Christian Female College. And I see by this fine drawing you have a keenness of eye and a competent understanding of perspective.” 

I blink at the compliment and tuck it away to examine later for truth or flattery.

“Miss Ream is also a gifted musician,” Rollins says. “Composed the college anthem. She must give us a Spanish serenade on her guitar before we leave.”

Pa’s eyes light up, and off he goes into his embarrass-me story mode. “Gifted? Why, back in Madison, I used to take this little girl every day to the widow woman in the next settlement so she could practice on her pianoforte. Weren’t many of them in Wisconsin back in the 40s. In no time, our Vinnie was playing Chopin and more. Couldn’t afford a piano ourselves. Bought her a guitar from a peddler when she was eight. Taught herself and a bunch of others, including the Menominee chief. I swear she can play better than that Madame de Goni, who was all the talk a few years back. And such an ear. Whistle a tune once, and she can pluck it straight out. Always said she’ll perform for presidents one day. Wait and see. Soon, she’ll be entertaining the highest folk here in the city.”

Pa only says those things out of love for me. Still, I cringe at the exaggerated praise. His long-winded tales were fine out in the wilderness where people count time by seasons, but surely, Major Rollins, in his newly elected position as U.S. Representative from Missouri, has more to do this day, and Healy cares little for my schoolgirl tricks.

I tap Pa’s shoulder. “I need to help Ma fetch dinner. Please escort our guests into the dining room.” After a curtsey to Rollins and Healy, I rush back into the kitchen.

Ma is ladling the stew into our best serving bowl. “Hurry,” I yell. “Pa’s telling stories.” I gather up the butter and the sterling salt cellar. At least we have one fine piece to display alongside Grandmother MacDonald’s silver candlesticks.

Mary dumps the biscuits into a basket. “Oh no. In a minute, he will be jabbering about how Ma chased away a pack of threatening warriors by waving peacock feathers at them.”

Ma picks up the stew pot. “Dear man always exaggerates. They were the most well-mannered gentlemen. I gave them the feathers as a gift. Sure do miss those plumes, though. Came all the way from Scotland in Mother’s trunk. Now let’s get this dinner served.” She shoves the door open with her hip, and Mary and I follow behind.

By the time everyone’s plates are full and grace said, my silly childhood escapades are long forgotten. I take a bite of my biscuit and look around the table.

Worn away by his troubling bouts of fever and the failure of his real estate business, my father is a frail wisp of the former tough-skinned explorer who mapped most of Nebraska, Iowa, Kansas, and the Indian Territory. My mother’s face is creased with worry about our future in a city that has been less than welcoming. And my poor sister looks dull and subdued in what was once her fanciest dress.

We are at the lowest point in our lives. There’s no way my sister can make inroads into high society so she can forget Boudy and find her rich gentleman unless the family’s fortunes are reversed.

I smile at Major Rollins. That post office position would be a godsend, for sure. What will I have to do to get it?
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AUGUST 1861

The Reams, No. 325 North B Street, Washington City

I look around the scrubbed-clean but still dreary parlor. The house needs so much work. Our clothing requires so much updating. Forbidden from taking the post office job, the best I’ve come up with is making officers’ epaulets for a nickel apiece. I undo another thread. Enough to cover our food if I can figure out how to construct them. Who knew such elegant military decorations were stuffed with old cardboard?

Across the way, Mary is untwisting the gold cording from the sample and glaring at me. We’ve been tearing the dratted things apart for three days now and earning nothing.

I drop the epaulet into my lap. Nothing is working out as planned. With Healy gone, we are without boarders again. Pa’s promised full-time position in the War Department has not yet materialized, and his half-time pay isn’t enough to support us. Not that it matters. Pa has taken to bed with one of his bouts of ague, and Ma is too tied up nursing him to take in more washing to keep us fed.

A loud knock on the door sends me running. With Pa sick abed, I’ve been tasked with keeping the noise down.

The boy on the stoop hands me a telegraph. I take it with a shaking hand. Nothing good ever arrives by wire—I scan it quickly—and this news is the worst.

I pinch the thin paper between my fingers. I want to yell. I want to scream. I would crumple up and burn it if I dared. But I can’t. My parents need to know.

With dread in every step, I climb the stairs to the bedroom where Ma sits, sponging my father’s fevered forehead.

“What is it, Vinnie?”

“A telegram from Bob.”

My mother wrings out the cloth and extends her hand.

My poor mother. She doesn’t deserve this on top of our empty boarding house and Pa’s bout of illness. The news will break her heart. But there’s no way to make it sweet. I pass her the missive.

She reads it silently, then fists her hands. “Noooo. That brother of yours has joined the 10th Company of the Arkansas battalion.” She presses the hellish message against her chest, her face paler than I’ve ever seen it. “My foolish, foolish boy.”

Pa lifts his head from the bolster. “Bob’ll be all right, Lavinia. He’s tough. A brilliant shot.”

She glares at him. “You should have tied that boy to the wagon when he refused to come east. I worried every day you spent roaming the backcountry with him at your side. But facing floods, whirlwinds, and renegade warriors is nothing compared to going into a battle where everyone is trying to kill you—and for the wrong cause.”

Pa’s head falls back. “Look, Bob’s no child. At twenty-three, I was on my own, earning a living.”

She purses her lips. “Exactly. He ought to be here, landing a government job. Keeping us from starving. With so many enlisting, there are plenty of vacancies.”

“We are not going to starve.” Pa struggles to sit up. “I can work. I’ll be better in the morning.”

Ma grimaces. “Lie down.” She slaps the wet cloth back on his brow. “You can barely lift your head. No way you’ll be able to walk to the War Department and stand for hours over a drawing board tomorrow.”

This is my opportunity. I clasp my hands behind my back and hold myself as straight as I can at a mere five feet. “Mary and I can help. We can take those post office jobs Congressman Rollins mentioned.”

Color returns to Ma’s face. “I told you no. Young ladies do not work in public. My daughters will not demean themselves by rubbing shoulders with people off the street. At least singing engagements expose you to a higher class of people.”

I take a breath. “But Ma, despite the major and Reverend Hall’s recommendations, Mary and I have had no requests. The rout at Bull Run frightened the city into a ghost town. Everyone who can has fled north, fearful of a rebel takeover. Those still here are in no mood for our music.”

“Then stay home and help me with the washing. There’s always laundry to be done.”

“But we could earn so much more. They are paying women the same salary as men.”

The skin beneath her eye twitches. “I can’t bear the idea of it. How will you marry well after lowering yourselves so?”

“If we do not take those post office jobs, we won’t have to worry about marrying at all. We’ll be dead of hunger.”

“Don’t be melodramatic, child. We have resources. You’ll never go hungry.”

“Listen, Lavinia”—Pa lays his hand on her arm—“Major Rollins would never have mentioned the position if he thought it would damage Mary’s and Vinnie’s reputations.”

If ever there was a time for my oft-criticized outspokenness, it’s now. “We no longer have a choice, Ma. Bob is not going to help us. We must help ourselves. Look, if you won’t allow both Mary and me to work, let me. I’m not of marriageable age, and it will only be temporary until Pa is on his feet again.”

Ma lets out a long breath, then rises and swamps me in a hug. “Oh, Vinnie, I hate to ask you to make such a sacrifice.”

“She’ll be fine, Lavinia.” Pa winks at me. “Our little girl has dealt with far worse characters than a bunch of city clerks. She can handle herself no matter where she is. And like she says, it will be only until I get full-time work.”

Ma releases me. “I am not happy about it, but all right.” She swipes her teary eyes with her sleeve. “Washington City was so elegant when we visited back in 1852. I thought, with a good job for you, our fortunes would rise and the girls would marry better than those wild men sniffing around them. But I was wrong. This war has spoiled everything. We should have gone to Ohio and joined my parents on their farm.”

Pa rolls his head on the sweat-stained pillow. “I’m no farmer, Lavinia. Never was. And I haven’t the strength for that work anymore. If I were the man I used to be, I’d be fighting for the Union, not sitting in an office.”

She lifts his hand and rubs the leathery palm. “I know. But Ohio would have been nearer to Bobbie. Our boy could die out there all alone with us so far away.”

I want to shout at her that Bob is a traitor. That he disobeyed Pa and is risking his life to preserve the horrors of slavery. That he doesn’t deserve her worry and love. But how can I? I love him, too. My big brother may have teased and disparaged me growing up, but he has always been my hero. He taught me to ride, shoot, and never to fear anything.

I pat Ma on the shoulder. “Don’t fret. I’m sure we’ll figure a way to get letters across the lines. In fact, that is the best reason in the world for me to work at the post office.”

My mother curls her fingers into mine and pulls me in for a hug. “You are so young to take so much on yourself.”

“I only look young.” I rest my cheek against her breast and inhale the familiar scent of starch and soap. “It will be fine. You’ll see.”

My mother rubs my back. “My dear child, always so full of hope.”

I stand. “What I’m hoping right now is that the positions have not been filled.” I pull away. “I’d better write Major Rollins at once.”

I rush out of the bedroom and smack into Mary.

She rebalances the stack of laundry in her arms. “Vinnie? What’s happened?”

“Bob joined the Rebels.”

The linens tumble to the floor. “Oh. Ma must be devastated. I must go to her.” 

I bend down to help her gather up the sheets.

She lays a hand on my arm. “And Boudy?”

I toss the sheets at her and lash out, furious that the man I thought I loved could wreak such havoc on my family. That my brother could be so foolish as to follow him. I suck in a harsh breath. “That traitor. How could you even think of him at this moment? He’s the reason Bob could die out there on some distant battlefield, gunned down by the very soldiers marching up and down our street. And for what? Friendship? What kind of friend puts our brother in front of cannon fire?”

“Sometimes you can be so hateful. You know I care about him.” Mary wads up the linens and rushes down the hall.

I reach out to her. But she is gone, taking her recriminations with her.

I head down the stairs and grab my summer straw hat. Already, this war is tearing us apart. How will my family survive this crisis?

Then I remember I am going to work for the post office, and tendrils of excitement curl through me like rays of sunlight. Maybe Washington City won’t be too bad after all.

Soon, we will have money coming in. Soon, Mary will have a new beau and forget Boudy. I touch my lips. If only I could forget him, too.
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SEPTEMBER 1861

General Post Office, Washington City

Summer hangs on, hot, heavy, and malodorous, the stench of Washington Canal curling into every corner of the city, even up the elegant thoroughfare and into the halls of the General Post Office where I wait outside Postmaster General Blair’s office. I fan myself with my hat and pray the position is still open. Government jobs are ripe plums quickly eaten by hungry political hacks.

I watch a fly crawl up the wall and tap my foot. I didn’t expect Postmaster Blair to usher me right in without an appointment. But still, it doesn’t excuse him for making me stand for over an hour, especially if the answer is a no. My best cotton dress is sweat-soaked, and my enthusiasm for the position has dissipated. All I want to do is find out if there’s a job and leave. Except for a hustling messenger, no one has come in or out since I was admonished by Blair’s shallow-cheeked clerk to wait in the hall.

At last, the door pops open. The clerk brandishes Rollins’ recommendation in my face, then crushes it into a ball and tosses it from hand to hand. “Nothing for you.”

The man’s voice is too full of glee, and his treatment of a congressman’s letter too foolhardy to be trusted.

Enough is enough. I slip under his arm, dash through the antechamber, and burst into Blair’s private office. A dignified man with a carefully combed beard glances up. “Who in the world are you?”

The clerk elbows past. “This beggar girl thinks she can get a job at the post office.”

I glare him. “I am not a beggar, sir. I graduated at the top of my class at Christian Female College in Missouri.” I turn my full attention to Blair. “And I have a letter of recommendation from Congressman Rollins, which your clerk has crumpled up in his fist.”

Blair wags his finger. “Let me see it, Hargrave.”

The officious man smooths out the creases as best he can, then hands it over. “It’s not real, sir. How could it be? Look at her. She’s—”

“A dear friend of Congressman Rollins, it seems,” Blair interrupts, holding up his palms as if to push the man and his lies away. “Leave us.”

Hargrave stalks out, disgust crimping his lips.

“Miss Ream, I am so sorry. No young lady should be treated thus. Please sit.”

I wiggle my way into the huge, upholstered chair facing the desk. My feet do not touch the floor, and I’m tempted to give them a swing, but I don’t. Hands folded in my lap the way Madame Brusset taught us in etiquette class, I work hard to remove any trace of a Southern accent. Ma would be proud. “I’m here about the post office job. I hope it is still open. I know I look young, but I am hard-working and capable.”

“Your apparent youth is no excuse for my clerk to treat you so cavalierly. How old are you?”

“Sixteen, sir.”

The postmaster brushes his hair from his eyes. He is just as hot as I am, and I feel sorry for him in his woolen suit and tight collar. I picture the buckskins my father wore when out mapping. Frontier garb is so much more comfortable. Frontier folk are so much more welcoming. Homesickness sweeps over me. But I tuck it away and concentrate on winning this job.

He leans back in his chair and tugs his beard. “I do have a few positions vacant.”

My hope soars. “I would be most honored to work for you. I am a fast learner. I kept the files at my father’s real estate office before coming here.”

“Unfortunately, you won’t be under me. The only department head willing to even consider a female hire is Alexander Zevely, the third postmaster general. He runs the dead letter office. They have been inundated with mail from the Southern states, and we have no way to deliver it. Rollins writes that your geography is top-notch. You’ll be a big help sorting it out and returning it to the senders.”

My hands unclasp. “We’re not delivering mail from the South?”

He flips his hand. “Can’t accept Confederate postage, can we?” He jots down a note and offers it to me. “You can start Monday.”

I mumble my thanks and clutch the note to my chest, my mind a whirl. No mail from the South? How will we hear from Bob? I open my mouth to ask, then close it. I can’t risk losing this job by admitting I have a traitorous brother. Not now, when knowing the inner workings of the mail system is more important than ever.
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Six months later, I’m still no closer to communicating with Bob nor in making a dent in the pile of unidentifiable letters that greet me every day. I sigh and select the next envelope. Inside, I find a carte de visite with “love you” scrawled on the back.

The only clue is the soldier’s face peering back at me. He has the look of an unsophisticated farm boy. It is there, in the way he slouches to one side and clenches his jaw, as if embarrassed by the camera lens. I bring my loupe to my eye and search for any insignia on his uniform, but the symbols lie hidden in the folds of his too-large jacket, and not enough shows to identify his unit’s regimentals.

I hold the image to the light, but no new clues appear. The chair he sits in is unremarkable. The blankness behind him is a photographer’s canvas. If I were to guess, it was taken by one of the itinerant photographers who follow the troops, lugging a wagonload of equipment from battlefield to battlefield.

Relegating the card to the tray of photos to be tossed into the fire bin is like sending him to an early death if this soldier isn’t dead already. From Virginia to Arkansas, the battlefields are strewn with boys like this one.

Somewhere, a mother, sister, or girlfriend desperately waits for this image of their loved one, and I have no way to help them. I shove the box away. No more than I can help my family get word across the battle lines to my brother. My attempt to feign Southern sympathies and get information from my former school friends has been met with silence.

My heart heavy, I reach for the next one. It has been like that today—one failure after another.

“Vinnie?” My co-worker, Emma, puts a hand on my arm. “Another lost soul?”

Dear, kind, quiet Emma. All the girls in the dead letter department have become close over the last year, working side by side in the airless balcony where the women clerks have been ensconced. But Emma understands that the job is more than simply sorting pieces of paper to me. Failure pulls on her heart, too.

I slump in my chair. “There are so many.”
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