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        “We had a regular established line from Washington to the Potomac, and I being the only unmarried man on the route, I had most of the hard riding to do. I devised various ways to carry the dispatches—sometimes in the heels of my boots, sometimes between the planks of the buggy. Never in my life did I come across a more stupid set of detectives than those employed by the U.S. government. They seemed to have no idea whatever in how to search men.”

        JOHN SURRATT, DECEMBER 6, 1870, LECTURE AT ROCKVILLE, MARYLAND
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        Surrattsville, Maryland, April, 1854

      

      

      “My children need a better life than this. Look at you—you’re unfit to be a husband or a father!” Ma’s wailing disrupted Johnny’s sleep and jolted him wide awake. Oh no, not another ruckus ending in Pa’s stomping off and Ma sobbing. He pulled the covers over his head.

      “How can a helpless woman like me save their young minds—and souls?” Ma’s plea reached Johnny’s ears. He trembled, struck with panic. My soul needs to be saved? As those horrifying words echoed in his mind, Johnny slid out of bed and crept to the top step, pressing his forehead against the banister railings. If Ma couldn’t save his soul, he needed someone who could.

      “Some parishioners get a good Catholic education for their children, but they have their husbands’ support, which I sorely lack,” Ma groused, her back to Johnny. He pictured a bitter tear running down her cheek. Poor Ma wept a lot these days. His heart ached for her. He longed to comfort her but didn’t dare go to her aid and endure Pa’s wrath. “God bless my noble undertaking.”

      “Oh, give it up, woman!” Pa flung a cheroot to the floor and pounded it out. “There’s good enough schools without Papist teachings.”

      “John, you are a blasphemer!” Ma sometimes used words Johnny—or Pa—didn’t understand. “Worse than a misguided Protestant, you’re a complete non-believer.”

      Pa flipped his hand as if to smack Ma. “You knew I wasn’t a mackerel-snapper when we married. At least I let you baptize Isaac and Annah.”

      “Yes.” Her voice lowered, defeated. “I am like the Eugenia of old. Her name epitomizes my own life. I would convert my family to the faith of the Holy Mother Church.”

      “Christ!” Pa kicked a chair. It crashed and splintered against the wall. “I even let you baptize my bastard son.” Another family sore point that brought shame and ridicule upon the Surratts, especially in church, under nasty glares. Pa shouldn’t have brought it up. Johnny’s half-brother was named John William Harrison by his mother, Caroline Sanderson, who signed the legal papers “Caroline Sarath,” in a misspelled attempt to lay the blame where it belonged. In response to Miss Sanderson’s plea, the county court adjudged Pa responsible for the boy’s upkeep.

      “Fine wedding present that was, sir!” Ma’s voice quivered, a sure sign she was about to weep. “Four months after our wedding, and me already in the family way with Isaac.”

      “Well, I done let you do it.” Pa took a swig from his bottle.

      “It wasn’t his fault his father was irresponsible,” Ma shot back. “I gave you my gracious acceptance of your affair. You are cruel, John, too cruel!”

      “I, cruel?” Pa rasped. “And wha—wha’bout you?” He slurred his speech.

      Johnny grimaced in disgust. Once again, Pa’s lushy. “You oughta let well enough alone, Mary. You needs learn to leave things be. Hell’s bells, you’re in such a hurry to convert the world, you sold your own salvation by violating the Seventh Commandment. With a priest of all people!”

      Ma raised and lowered her hands. “Shhh, not so loud, lest the children hear!”

      But Johnny had already heard—although he didn’t get the full meaning of “sold salvation”—and the Seventh Commandment? What was that?

      “Bah! Little damned late for that, ain’t it?” Pa’s voice receded as he turned his back on her. “They heered it. It’s rumored all over the county.”

      “Only because you cannot keep your inebriated trap shut!” They retreated to opposite corners, seething. Ma grabbed a bottle of Pa’s and flung it into the fire. Glass exploded, shattering the silence.

      “I would be well within my legal rights to shoot you without mercy, woman.” Pa stomped across the room and halted before Ma. “No jury would convict me for your cuckolding. You ruined my family name and made me the joke of the county.”

      Johnny’s heart took a sickening leap. No! Pa wouldn’t shoot her! He silently vowed to bury every gun in the house first, knowing where Pa kept all three of them.

      “If anything has ruined your name and made a fool of you in this county, it is not my action but yours. You are a perpetual sot, sir.” Ma’s slippers scuffed across the floor as she backed away. “Your whore is the bottle. You run up more debts each year. I try with all my might to keep this disgrace as much of a secret as I can, but your tawdry public displays of drunkenness, indebtedness, fornication…”

      Fearing a physical exchange between his parents, Johnny perched at the top step, ready to burst into the parlor. Ma slid the pistol from its holster hanging from her chair. A cold puckering ran up Johnny’s spine. But Pa held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. Will she shoot him anyways? Johnny swallowed a lump of fear and held his breath. To his relief, Ma held the gun out, butt first.

      “Here! You go’head and kill me, John. It’ll relieve me of the burden of being your wife and having to run this place. As for justifying my murder, try it and see how the courts treat you. You’ll hang within the month. I will see you in hell, sir. In thirty days!”

      Pa spat at her and stormed out. He slammed the door behind him, rattling the window panes.

      Johnny turned and skulked off to bed, swiping at tears with his fist. Desperate to escape but needing to stay and protect her—he’d never felt so torn in his life.

      He slipped back under the covers and whispered, “Where has it all gone so wrong, dear God? What made Pa such a poor businessman to run a saloon that’s destroying the family? Is it my fault? If it is, what did I do to deserve the grief you’ve visited upon us? Why does he worship the bottle rather than Our Lord Jesus Christ?”

      Oh, if only Pa could accept Christ, as he did. The call of the priesthood grew stronger every day.
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      Mary Surratt faced a dead end. Not even the arrival of Father Finotti’s brother Gustavo from Italy took the edge off her worries about her children’s future. But Gustavo married a local girl and established his own plantation a mile from the church, calling it “Italian Hill.” Now Mary had new companions to help her pass the time.

      In between visits to Gustavo and his new bride, a welcome diversion from her anxiety-fraught days, Mary dreaded the future and the completion of her new tavern home. She feared the establishment would attract an undesirable element—a danger to her children and a risk to the entire family’s safety.

      Sitting with Father Finotti at her scarred kitchen table, she poured tea into her grandma’s delicate cups and placed a sprig of home-grown mint on his saucer.

      “I don’t know what’s worse—when John is away in Virginia building the railroad, or home drinking.” She released a forlorn sigh. “As for Annah, what kind of a place will a tavern be for a young lady to grow up in? I would like to send the boys to Boston College and Annah to Frederick, but I lack the money. Oh, Father, what can I do?”

      “If you can’t afford to send the boys to Boston and Annah to Frederick, then why not pick some local school?” Father Finotti sipped his tea. “You can apply for aid from the Church to reduce tuition.”

      “Right now I send the children to good schools, with no support from my husband—this is from a small inheritance from my father. When that’s gone—” She couldn’t bear to finish the thought. “I don’t want to beg the Church. It’s too humiliating. But I so wish a good education for my children. God forbid my boys should inherit any of John’s sinful proclivities.”

      “What are the young’uns doing these days?” He chewed on the mint sprig.

      “Isaac got himself a clerk’s job in Baltimore. Annah’s still at the Misses Martins’ Female Academy, and Johnny wants to become a student for the priesthood. I’m thrilled at the prospect of him becoming a man of the cloth, away from the sins of the world, the constant temptations that goad young men. Most of all, history won’t repeat itself. He won’t follow in his father’s debauched footsteps.”

      “They’re on the right track, especially Johnny,” Father Finotti assured her. “They’ll become well educated and live better lives than we ever hoped to.”
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        St. Charles of Borromeo College, Maryland,

        September 1859

      

      

      John approached the meaty large-boned fellow and held out his hand. “How do you do? I’m John Surratt.”

      “Hello, John. Louis Weichmann.” He took the outstretched hand and clasped it. “But I prefer you call me Lou.”

      Louis Weichmann’s curly locks lay twisted in an oily glop on his head. His pince-nez glasses gave him a prematurely old, bookish appearance. His clothes, speech, and actions appeared so fastidious that it made John wonder—could he be a Nancy-boy?

      Nah, just an insipid city boy lacking the rugged, outdoorsy feel of the men from Surrattsville. Older women tended to mother boys like him and let him escort their daughters. He could be trusted to keep his ideas—and his hands—to himself.

      “I’ve so looked forward to making your acquaintance,” Lou said. “We come recommended by the same man, Father Waldron.”

      John gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Well, my mother has connections, as they say.”

      “Yes, although my father is Protestant, my Catholic mother wants me to be a priest. I confess I have but little heart for it, but it’s the best education our family could afford.” Lou sounded sincere enough.

      “I’ve wanted to study for the priesthood since I was seven years old. I prayed I’d be admitted to a school like this. I’m forever thankful God answered my prayers,” John revealed, but wouldn’t elaborate about his family or his abusive alcoholic father, one of his reasons for wanting to abandon the secular world and devote his soul to the Church. Lou didn’t have to know all that.

      “Actually, I was born in Baltimore, although I lived in Washington and Philadelphia,” Lou told him. “In a sense, we’re both Marylanders, I suppose.”

      John nodded. “Yep. Life here’ll be rather restricted from the outside world. But sometimes that’s what a man needs—time to meditate, to pray, and to find himself. I want to find out who I truly am. I figured the best way to do that was to enroll here, to see if this is my true calling.” John glanced at the dining hall’s austere surroundings, the three-legged stools and long planks set up as tables.

      “Well, you won’t be cloistered like a monk,” Lou assured him. “We get Julys and Augusts for summer vacation. And each Thursday is our own, within reason. We have no studies then and usually go for lengthy walks through the countryside. But we don’t get much time alone to find ourselves.” He held up finger quotes. “We’re escorted by the professors who wax prolific on various subjects, depending on what we encounter on the trails or sometimes by news of the day. And we’re permitted to write to family and friends, without restriction.”

      “I got the impression from the fellas I met so far that most of the college is of a Northern bent,” John ventured into touchy territory.

      “Then we will have to defend the cause of the right, eh, John?” Lou placed a hand on John’s shoulder in a hesitant gesture of friendship.

      “You are indeed a son of Maryland, Lou!” John clapped the mild-mannered Lou on the back. He winced, but managed a hearty grin in return as he readjusted his specs, knocked loose on the bridge of his nose by the force of the blow.

      John and Lou became fast friends, both orderly and studious, praiseworthy of conduct and deportment, although John liked to needle faculty by wearing a white necktie, rather than the usual black. During those supervised walks into the Howard County countryside on Thursdays, St. Charles’s students came face to face with the real world. They learned about John Brown’s Raid on Harper’s Ferry, his subsequent trial and execution, and the election of Abraham Lincoln to the presidency. John didn’t agree with the Republican president’s principles. Seeing him as two-faced and power hungry from the start, he feared Lincoln would be the South’s ruin.

      One Thursday, deep in the Maryland woods, headmaster Father Jenkins read Lincoln’s first inaugural address to the hikers. “Any comments?” he asked. The “comments” evolved into a hot debate that divided the students on sectional lines. As Southerners, John and Lou stood for the Southern view. From then on, Father Jenkins kept the war as far from their minds as possible. But secession led to war preparations. As recruits practiced for war, the students witnessed the marching troops. The ear-piercing roar of musketry and cannon made Lou jump out of his skin, but didn’t faze John. “This is just the beginning,” he warned his friend.

      The war came closer to home. John learned that his older brother, Isaac, had quit his clerk’s job on the day of Lincoln’s inaugural and left for Texas. He wrote to Ma that he had obtained a job as a mail rider on the line between Santa Fe and Matamoros. But he told John the truth: “I joined a Confederate mounted regiment of Partisan Rangers, one step above free-ranging guerrillas. Sure beats clerking indoors all year, but it’s a long way from the impending Civil War.” Whatever Isaac’s reasons, John knew that the war had one good effect—it brought their feuding parents together as nothing had before. Both were avid sympathizers with the Confederate cause. John prayed for something positive to come out of all this destruction, division, and devastation, as he remembered his frantic childhood prayers. Now he begged the Lord for a Southern victory.

      Back at St. Charles College, the war had its malicious effects, too. The more mischievous students began to sing patriotic songs—some for the Confederacy, some for the Union. The hikes into the fields and woods degenerated into mock battles between North and South. But the professors managed to keep the students from serious fights, restricting the struggles to competitive fun. It was an easy task—after all, the students were candidates for the priesthood, not seekers of military commissions and glory on the battlefield. Quarrels tended to the cerebral rather than the physical.

      At the end of that term, John and Lou needed to decide their fate—either the cloistered life of the Church or back to civilian life. After much deliberation, long talks with his teachers and hours praying for the wisdom to make the right decision, John refused entrance to the priesthood. He went home to Surrattsville instead.

      His family needed him more than the Church right now. Especially Ma, with Isaac gone. He would enter the priesthood after the war, not now.

      “God bless you. You have been a good student here. We will always remember you,” Father Jenkins bade John farewell.

      But Lou resented the way they’d ignored his just-as-able scholarship. He’d wished to enter the theological seminary at St. Mary’s in Baltimore, but they turned him down. Others, much less capable than he, got accepted.

      Lou received an offer from St. Matthew’s Institute in Washington City and took the position at once. It seemed a gold mine.

      Lou hoped to meet up with John again soon. Quiet, shy, and with no confidence in social situations, he considered John the only friend he had in the world. John accepted him for who he was, approached him first, and offered his friendship. No one had ever done this before. He treated Lou with dignity, never calling him one of the many derogatory nicknames he’d had to bear through his life, like “Fatty”, “Tubby”, and “Blubberboy.”

      Yes, John was genuine, true blue. Lou now missed him with a longing that bordered on lovesickness. He desperately wanted John as a friend for life—and somehow, he knew their paths would cross again.
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        Washington City, March 1863

      

      

      As Lou trudged down the dark street between the school and his rooming house, a tall thin man accosted him. Fearing a robbery, Lou darted out of his path and prepared to bolt.

      “Hello, Lou—is this any way to greet a friend?”

      When he heard the familiar voice, he broke into laughter. “John!” He threw his arms around his old friend in a warm bear hug. “Oh, it’s so good to see you again! I knew we’d meet someday soon, I—” He’d almost admitted he prayed nightly to be reunited with his only friend, but stopped himself short. “I sure have missed you, buddy.” He stood back and looked John up and down. “You do look hale and hearty. Come on up to my room where it’s warm and let’s talk.” He hoped he didn’t sound too forward. But he didn’t mind admitting—and in his heart he knew it—he wanted John all to himself.

      “No, no. Let’s go down the street.” John steered him in the opposite direction. “There’s a warm café open, and I’ll buy us a coffee.”

      Lou fell into step with John and managed to keep up with his steady stride. They wouldn’t be alone, but this was better than going another few years not seeing him, wondering how he was doing, unable to get in touch.

      Seated across from each other at a cozy table for two, they ordered coffee. Lou studied his dear friend, drinking in every feature. His eyes raked over John’s hair, the familiar shape of his head, his once-boyish features now more weathered, his eyes still wide with the innocence of youth, but wizened with the spark of maturity, his expression unusually keen and shrewd. His posture poised, his forehead still prominent, he was now more muscular. Back then, he’d been skinnier than a witch’s broom. A wisp of a rust-colored beard under his lip made John look very much like a young Confederate President Jefferson Davis. John was now a man of the world rather than a student, bronzed from the out-of-doors. He exuded an air of self-confidence that Lou longed for.

      “Life away from St. Charles College obviously agreed with you, John,” Lou blurted out. Several patrons evidently noted the same to their table mates, as their arrival caused a stir. Sitting proudly with his friend, he wished with a tinge of envy it was he they were admiring.

      The two chums quaffed their second demitasse by the time Lou finished describing his banal routine. “There’s not much to tell about my dull life. So, what have you been doing, John?”

      “I decided against entering the seminary. Since war broke out, I’ve devoted myself to The Cause. I promised Ma I wouldn’t enlist, and if I get drafted, Ma promised I could purchase a substitute—if she couldn’t scrape the money together, she’d sell the boarding house—so I’m doing everything else I can, and I daresay some of it’s just as dangerous.” He broke eye contact.

      Lou leaned forward. “Dangerous how?”

      “I couldn’t sit back and let my homeland crumble beneath my feet, so I got involved, in a big way. Especially after the rail splitter got elected.” A grimace distorted his features. “That was the straw that broke the donkey’s back. So I’ve been riding the Confederate mails ever since I got home. We bring it up from the Potomac. Also send missives South from our agents in the North and Canada.”

      “How do you know which mail is for Richmond?” Lou struggled to keep the admiration in his tone—and the envy out.

      “A cinch! It’s all addressed to a fictional addressee, like ‘Mr. C. Baker, Surrattsville, Maryland,’ for example. There ain’t no one by that name at Surrattsville, course. We grab all the letters for Baker and pull the covers off. Then we bind ’em into bundles and turn ’em over to a boatman at Chaptico, or Port Tobacco, or such places. He carries ’em across the Potomac and turns ’em over to another rider on the other side who takes ’em to Richmond. Things going North go in exact reverse,” John continued, bubbling with enthusiasm. “Richmond gathers a bunch of letters and bands ’em all together. Then we run ’em across the Potomac. They get delivered to the nearest Confederate postmaster by fellas like me. There’s lots of Rebel post stations in our area. The store in Bryantown, for instance, us, and plenty others. We strip the cover off each letter and stamp it with regular postage. Then Pa would send it on by regular mail, courtesy of the U.S. mail and Yankee tax money.”

      “Would send it on? What happened?” Lou itched to ask a string of probing, nosy questions. This venture fascinated him. He started to formulate a discreet inquiry about the Confederates needing extra help on these runs. It sounded a heap more exciting than the drudgery he plodded through every day.

      “Oh, I got ahead of myself.” John paused. “I returned home and started the mail riding. I no sooner got it well in hand—the Yankees are kinda dumb; they never search everything completely—when my Pa died in his sleep one night. I wasn’t there.” John’s voice softened, eyes downcast. Lou detected a note of sorrow in his tone. He’d never mentioned his father, except in answer to Lou’s quizzing about his family life—the tavern and the old man’s drinking most of the profits. “He was never the same after he got kicked by a horse a couple years ago. Couldn’t get around without the help of our slave, Dan.”

      “I remember at school you said he was pretty much the worse for drink,” Lou offered a sympathetic tone.

      John’s brows knit, and he instantly looked years older. “Yeah. He got drunker all the time after the accident. Him and Ma fought like banshees over it. But when the war came on they declared a truce and turned their venom on the Yankees. They come down on Maryland with a vengeance, arresting members of the legislature and all. Some fella named Lafayette Baker.” He took a breath, eyes now fixed on Lou. “Said he was a detective working out of Secretary of State Seward’s office—later for Secretary of War Stanton. Guess they reckoned his methods were more suited to war than diplomacy. He flat tore Chaptico up. Forced the newspaper to print a so-called loyal edition, and deliver it to their subscribers.” He chuckled. “Heck, him and some Yankee captain out of Fighting Joe Hooker’s headquarters down at Rum Point—they arrested half the editors in the lower peninsula. Hooker is in charge of the whole Union army in the East now, you know.”

      Lou raised his chin with his own feeble attempt at arrogance. “Well, we did give them a scare when Baltimore rioted against the Federals coming through there to reinforce Washington. Remember how ol’ Abe had to sneak through in disguise for his inaugural?”

      “What a laugh!” John clapped his hands. “That lily liver hid himself in another train under a Scotch bonnet and cape and let his wife and boys face the brunt of the crowd.”

      Both men guffawed.

      “My Uncle Zad was a real Union man at the beginning.” John circled one finger around the rim of his cup. “Him and his friends actually raised Old Glory up the flag pole at Surrattsville and guarded it all night after First Manassas. But then he got to thinking about changing sides. It was when a punitive expedition from the 85th Pennsylvania Volunteers come down to arrest Rebels. They went after my neighbor, Ben Gwinn. They got him. A few others that were wanted lit out into Charles County and hid out at a doctor’s house—Sam Mudd. The Bluebellies were so riled they couldn’t find ’em that they wrecked the Gwinn place. When Ma gave ’em what for, they went over and burned our old mill on Oxon Run. Also rousted out some Italian who lived over there, an ol’ boy named Finotti or something.” His speech slowed as his tone intensified. “That really disturbed Ma. Ain’t exactly sure why. She didn’t care much about our mill, but that Italian’s plantation…” He trailed off.

      “Well, no telling when it comes to mothers,” Lou offered.

      “I reckon. My sister is the same way. She’s all het up about Arthur Barry, a nice fella from around our neck of the woods, off with the Confederate army. She graduated from that Misses Martin’s Academy. Now she pines away at home. Plays the melodeon real good—kinda like Ma used to do. Anyways, Uncle Zad didn’t cotton to the arrests, property vandalizing, and the freeing of the slaves. That really ticked him off. Now that Pa’s gone, he’s a four-square Rebel. They used to argue all the time about the right of secession.”

      “Was your father ill?” Lou tried to sound casual, but he smoldered with curiosity about this intriguing clan. Why John never talked about them, he couldn’t fathom. If he had a family this fetching, he’d never shut up about them.

      “Yeah, apoplexy, I reckon. A courier from Alexandria come over to talk with Pa and Ma about the Confederate smuggling. Everything comes through our place—mail, goods, people, you name it. Anyhow, the conversation got pretty heated, everybody cussing the Yankees, Lincoln, cutting the right of habeas corpus, as they call it, that thing that gets you out of jail without charges being brought, don’t ’cha know…”

      Lou nodded in agreement. “Everyone in Maryland knows about the writ.”

      “…and freeing the slaves,” John continued. “Reckon it proved too much excitement for ol’ Pa. Ma woke up the next morning and there he lay, deader’n a doornail. Thinking Pa was paralyzed somehow, they sent for Doc Hoxton, but he couldn’t get him up no how. I felt mighty poor about not being there.” He paused with a faraway look in his eyes. “I was here in the city, selling vegetables. That’s the way I hide delivering the mail. Why, we got spies all over the infernal Yankee government, even in Lincoln’s own household. They all come down and buy from me and get their instructions and send whatever south to Richmond. Slick, I tell you!” John smirked with a smarmy haughtiness Lou never saw in him before. He now wondered—did John have a lady—or two—he paraded around town?

      But Lou avoided that subject, knowing he’d stammer and stutter. Talking about the fairer sex, foreign territory to him, always made him queasy. Never with a woman in his life, he didn’t know how to begin discussing the topic. So he stuck to family matters. “Ever hear from your brother?”

      John nodded. “Yeah, we got a letter from Isaac last fall, still down in Texas and sometimes in Mexico. Says he’s in some Texas cavalry unit, I don’t know which. Some kind of Partisan Rangers.”

      “Sounds like a tough outfit,” Lou remarked.

      “I’ll lay. Say, guess what. I work for the Federal government too!” John’s voice lilted with pride as he sat up straight, threw back his shoulders and puffed out his chest.

      Lou blinked in surprise. What else did the go-getting John have up his sleeve? He began to sweat, growing hotter with envy by the second. “A Reb like you?”

      “Sure. They made me postmaster after Pa passed on. Post Office at Surrattsville. Ain’t that some punkins?” His lips spread in a self-satisfied grin.

      “I reckon.” Lou voiced indifference, but he truly admired his old friend. What a life in contrast to his anemic existence. He must ask John to give him a position somewhere. Restless, he squirmed like a child with his nose pressed up against a candy store window, his mouth watering for sweet treats he wanted so badly he could taste them.

      “Your life sure beats school teaching night and day. If I had my druthers, I’d be happy doing half of what you do,” Lou wangled his way in, seeking an angle. How to ask John what he really wanted? He tried, “You know, we need to see each other more often…”

      John spread his fingers, palms up. “Why don’t you come down home with me during Holy Week? I gotta help Ma figure out how we’re gonna pay our bills. We had some hard knocks. Pa never paid nobody nothin’, if he could help it. We fear losing the whole shebang, if’n we don’t come through soon.”

      “That, my friend, is a deal!” Lou leaned forward and clasped John’s hands. “I would love to see your home and meet your family!” A great start! He shivered in anticipation.
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      As he promised, John took Lou home to Surrattsville at the end of the month. Lou had never visited Maryland’s lower peninsula. Due to rainstorms, the muddy roads and countryside looked bleak. Trees and plants still shivered in their bare winter coats. The low-hanging clouds kept the days gray and damp, hinting at more rain. Spring, still but a promise, eluded them.

      Twelve miles below the City, Lou looked upon a clearing at a crossroads. As they traveled in a southerly direction, barns and outbuildings lined the road.

      They finally approached a red two-story frame house. “Here it is, the old homestead,” John announced. “I know it looks like something out of Hades itself,” John admitted in an apologetic tone as their coach lumbered up to the carriage house door. “It’s never been painted. Just another of Pa’s unfinished projects.”

      “It’s a palace compared to what I’ve been living in,” Lou admitted.

      “Ah, that’s just a coat of lead primer.” John regarded his family property with a furrowed brow and a frown. “Sorry it’s not grander.”

      Wondering why John felt the need to apologize, Lou approached the tavern with a foreboding that Old Nick himself might appear at the door.

      Instead, a black man removed the horses and carriage. “He’s old Smithy, one of the former slaves,” John explained. “Ma’s now their sole employer.” Under the short porch covering the entrance stood a stout dark-haired woman, beaming, arms outstretched. She hugged John, and he kissed her dutifully on the cheek.

      “Ma, this is my school friend, Louis Weichmann.”

      “How are you, Mr. Weichmann?” She gave his hand a hearty shake. “I have heard so many fine things about you! Do come in out of the damp. Let’s sit in the parlor and warm ourselves.”

      Unlike most people, Lou noted that Mrs. Surratt pronounced his name correctly at once. He wanted to thank her out loud, but was too self-conscious of his low, reedy voice to talk much.

      Mrs. Surratt led the way into a hall that ran the full length of the house from front to back and motioned Lou to the right. A cheery fire crackled and popped in the parlor. Another servant took everyone’s coats and carefully hung them in a closet under the stairs. Mrs. Surratt sure has them well trained, Lou marveled.

      When a beautiful young woman appeared in the doorway and looked directly at him with dark penetrating eyes, Lou thought he’d begun dreaming. With a warm, but fragile smile, she stood tall like her mother, a much younger version of the matronly Mrs. Surratt.

      “My daughter Annah. Darling, this is John’s friend from the city, Mr. Louis Weichmann.” Lou clasped the proffered hand, warm and soft. He nearly melted.

      “How do you do, Mr. Wickman?” Her velvety voice enchanted him.

      So besotted with her frail beauty, Lou did not notice the usual butchering of his name at first. Overwhelmed, he managed to stumble out an inane greeting. “Miss Surratt, I am honored. By the way, the name is Weichmann, with a long ‘i.’”

      “Oh, I am sorry. Please forgive my faux pas.” She fluttered her hand over her lips.

      “Mais oui, mademoiselle.” He gave a little bow.

      “Oh, my,” she giggled, “you speak French. And with a superb accent, too!”

      “Not half as well as you do, Miss Surratt.” His voice cracked as he pulled his collar away from his throat and gulped. His cheeks grew feverish. Sweat trickled beneath his underpants. Lou was not only burned with embarrassment, he was already desperately smitten. Oh, if only he could become a permanent member of this family he began to love as his own.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It didn’t take Lou long to find out Annah and her mother were uncompromising Rebels and took every chance to demonstrate it—in ear-piercing, glass-rattling tones. At these moments they forgot they were nice Southern ladies.

      “The damned Northern army and Abe Lincoln ought to be sent to hell!” Mrs. Surratt ranted on a regular basis with venomous hatred in her eyes, especially when speaking of Union victories in the West or along the southeastern Atlantic coast.

      But Lou noticed that she never failed to provide a hearty meal and drink to any man or beast, Union or Confederate, who stopped by. He reckoned it was the matronly kindness instinctive of any sensitive woman, but his better judgment told him she covered her tracks well. He saw in Mrs. Surratt great force of character and a strong will.

      Like the few older women he’d known, she showed the Old South style of hospitality, always feeding and fussing over everyone. She treated Lou like a member of the family, a third son. But she never referred to him in any manner except the formal “Mr. Weichmann.” He, in return, always called her “Mrs. Surratt.” But this bothered him. He’d hoped to take that next step toward acceptance as a surrogate son and call one another by their Christian names. He missed that closeness he’d never had with his own family. But he was happy enough just to be part of the household—and in the company of the lovely Annah, who captivated him to distraction. When her presence graced the room, he fumbled, tongue-tied, unable to find his voice. He didn’t dare ask her to go for a stroll or sit across from her in the parlor over a cup of tea—alone. How much longer could he hide his ardor? She didn’t go out of her way to be cordial with him. That made him all the more eager to win her over.

      Lou met many of the neighbors at the tavern who came for their mail or a drink of whiskey or a segar or a chew of tobacco. He soon realized that the whole neighborhood was very friendly but out-and-out pro-Confederate in sympathy, just like the Surratts. Many had sons in Robert E. Lee’s army, and others like John helped conceal Rebel agents and expedite the exchange of information, as did John. Indeed the whole route south that passed through Surrattsville was known locally as the “secret mail line.” But it was hardly a secret.
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      The next morning, music and crashing cymbals jarred Lou awake. It blasted in through the window of the room where he slept.

      “Hey, Lou!” John banged on his door. “Come on down! The Marines are here!”

      He hurriedly dressed and thundered down the stairs. There in the yard stood a section of the United States Marine Band, the President’s Own. “They’re here to serenade some newly elected county officials,” John explained. A frowsy-headed, sallow-faced youth with coal black hair acted very officious and overly friendly with the band members and everyone else. He seemed to be a kind of hail-fellow-well-met among the whole party. Seeing Lou standing next to John, the fellow brashly ambled over.

      “And who is this rake?” he rasped in a tobacco-harshened voice.

      “This is Louis Weichmann, my friend from St. Charles Academy. He’s down for the Holy Week in a visit.” He turned to face Lou. “Lou, this is Davy Herold.”

      “How do you do?” Lou extended his hand.

      “Well, how do to you, too! I’m a graduate of Georgetown College, I am. Pharmacy. Sort of a fake junior doctor. That is, I make up and deliver pills that the sawbones prescribes. Got any ailments?” Herold grinned. “I’ll lay I can find a pill to help get rid of ’em.”

      The band struck up a jaunty tune and formed ranks to march back to Washington. Much of the crowd followed, dropping off as they approached their farms or a side road home. Herold strutted in front of them, waving his arms in time to the music.

      “I take it he’s quite the Reb,” Lou remarked to John.

      “Yeah, a carefree type. He likes to hunt around, especially at Piscataway. Used to do it with his Pa, but he’s dead. The old man was chief clerk at the Navy Yard. Herold knows the whole Marine Band. The members play at the various theaters when off duty and they get free passes they give away. It’s a good deal. I ’low that Davy would get some for you, too, if’n you but ask.”

      The next day, Lou decided to take up John’s suggestion that they take a couple of days to visit their old alma mater.

      “Want to ride?” John asked.

      “Oh, no!” Lou cringed, mortified at having to refuse. “A day in the saddle would kill me.”

      John didn’t seem fazed. Lou expelled a relieved whoosh. He felt inadequate enough around his worldly friend—he needed learn to ride without John finding out.

      “We’ll just take the coach then.”

      At St. Charles College, the two former students renewed old acquaintances and enjoyed a whiskey with Father Denis. At the end of Good Friday, Lou turned to John and asked, “What’s say we take a detour on the way back to Surrattsville to visit my old mentor, Father Mahoney at Little Texas. It’s on our way.”

      “Did you say Little Texas?” Father Denis asked. “Here is an Italian newspaper, Eco d’Italia. Please take it and give it to a gentleman you will meet there, whom I taught at Montreal, named Henri Beaumont de Ste. Marie. You may use my name as an introduction.”

      When they arrived at Little Texas, John and Lou met Ste. Marie, quite affable despite his stuffy name. Lou took an immediate liking to him.

      “I’ve had quite a time lately,” Ste. Marie told them. “I’m from Canada, you know. I graduated college and went to work at a bank and then a store at Montreal. I was so attracted by your war that I came to the States to join the Confederate army.” He paused for effect. “But I was caught or, rather, my ship was forced to heave to by a Yankee cruiser as we tried to elude the blockade. We all spent a horrible time as prisoners of the Federal government at Fort McHenry in Baltimore. I managed to convince them that I was but a harmless Canadian traveler and the British counsel got me let go.”

      “That’s when you wound up here?” Lou perked up, curious about this man of the world, maybe even more sophisticated than his own John.

      “No, I stayed in a flop house in Baltimore, and looked for a job to no avail. Then I became a day laborer on a farm. But I’m a city boy and quite unaccustomed to menial labor. One day this fine lady from Little Texas showed up, captivated by my good looks and gentlemanly manner.” His lips tightened in a smug smirk. “She took pity upon me and secured me this job teaching at the Catholic school here. But I would like to do better.”

      “I know,” Lou said, “I had this same job before you.”

      Everyone laughed at the coincidence, finding Ste. Marie’s story humorous as well as interesting. That evening, Ste. Marie entertained them with his guitar playing and his fine tenor voice. An old Italian man arrived and sang some duets with Ste. Marie. They created exquisite harmony with their blend of tenor and baritone. It reminded Lou of the musical evenings at the Surratts’, Annah’s melodian playing and heavenly voice. With a warm feeling in his heart and a surge of excitement as he pictured Annah, he couldn’t wait to get back there.

      A few weeks later, Lou offered Ste. Marie an assistant teaching position in Washington. Once Ste. Marie was established in his job, he changed his mind, enlisted in the Union army and deserted to the South.

      “I heard the Rebels didn’t trust him and he became a prisoner of the Confederacy,” John told Lou. “He barely escaped being hanged as a spy, saved only when he got wind of a counterfeiting ring and turned the perps over for his own hide’s freedom. Course it’s fairly easy to tell the difference between real and counterfeit Confederate notes,” John explained. “The real ones have printing imperfections.”

      Oh, to be as well-informed and wise as John. Lou gazed wistfully at his friend. Maybe someday…
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