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        Everyone loves a good “What If…?” scenario.

      

      

      

      
        
        These are our stories.

      

      

      

      Contemporaries in Elizabethan England, one playwright/actor—a commoner—conspires with the queen herself to change women’s role in the theater while the other—a noblewoman—sails the globe and combats colonization.

      

      In the first century, an Iceni warrior queen battles the Roman legions invading her people’s lands in ancient Briton.

      

      In the twenty-first century, a very different British queen-to-be fights a more private battle even as she also fights the injustice around her.

      

      Also in the twenty-first century:

      An Indian scientist races to stop an environmental disaster.

      Thirteen pilots strive to prove that women have the exact same ability—and every right—to fly in space the same as the men.

      A spy in World War II provides vital intelligence to the Allies.

      

      An empress in eleventh-century Byzantium and a woman emperor in seventh-century China each maneuvers to maintain her grip on power and ensure that her legacy survives.

      

      A philosopher/astronomer in fourth-century Greece advocates for women’s rights to an education and to speak up.

      

      Two epic battles—at Batoche in western Canada in 1885, and at Clontarf in Ireland in 1014—end radically differently thanks to efforts both behind the scenes and on the front lines.

      

      The U.S. presidential election of 1900 takes a shocking turn.

      

      A burning in fifteenth-century France and a hanging in New England over two hundred years later do not go at all as planned.
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      Welcome to Shifting, Swirling HERitage! I’d toyed with this concept for a long time. I love history, real history. I love alternate history. I love science fiction. I also really love stories that don’t marginalize women by objectifying them or turning them into plot points or props instead of depicting them as vibrant characters with their own agency. I believe a person should write what they want to read, and these are the kinds of stories I love to read. Even better, I found a wonderful bunch of insanely talented writers who agreed with me.

      The mission—and these fifteen women chose to accept it—to depict a change to a specific point in history so that the new outcome shows a marked and permanent improvement to women’s cultural standing and the roles women play in society.

      These stories came from that idea. The tales needed to be positive and optimistic and hopeful. Although they could be incredibly intense, no downers allowed; only uplifting. Our version of making right what once went wrong.

      The setup created two particularly daunting challenges. The question wasn’t if they prevailed, but rather, how? That stipulation potentially made creating suspense much more difficult. And more importantly, and perhaps the even more difficult question, what happened next? It’s a common trope that stories resolve the conflict and end with a ‘life goes on’ feel to them, often with a tag along the lines of, ‘just wait to see what happens next!’ or ‘who knows how far they’ll go from here?’ (For the record, I love those kinds of endings.) In this anthology, however, the stories’ entire raison d’être was to answer that very question. What was the aftermath? The endings needed to show what did happen next. The authors dealt with that dilemma in various ingenious ways.

      When I tossed out this concept for consideration, I set the bar super high. These stories blew past it. The very best thing—exceeding my already sky-high expectations—was the sheer variety of stories I got back. They spanned four continents. They covered over two millennia. Some humorous, some harrowing, they included wild action; behind-the-scenes machinations; all-out war, sometimes on the battlefield, sometimes in the press, sometimes in political chambers; and sometimes just sheer quiet stubbornness. The incredible diversity in tone, plot, historical era and geographic location astonished and delighted me. Every author brought a wonderfully unique voice and sensibility to her story.

      The only thing connecting these stories is the theme; otherwise they are wholly independent of each other. So as not to imply a sequential link between them, the stories in the anthology are not in chronological order. They jump from era to era, location to location.

      All of these stories stem from actual historical events. Most, but not all, use the names of the real-life people involved whenever possible. A few of them name-drop like crazy and base almost every named character on a real person.

      As this collection shows, powerful rulers (as expected) made a difference. Plenty of leaders and fierce warriors happened to be women. Our anthology doesn’t lack for Queens, Empresses and Presidents. But everyday people (wholly unexpected) also made a difference. Sometimes a tenacious pilot refused to give up her quest, or a relentless scientist wouldn’t accept being silenced. A reporter continued to chase the story that power brokers wanted to suppress. Some women fought not just for ideals, but for their very families. Athletes prevailed, echoing battles from eons ago. Singers, actresses, and writers—and nuns—all proved their mettle.

      Every culture in history, every era, every location on Earth, has had women rulers, women warriors, and women leaders in every field. One must search the historical documentation to find them. Sometimes an ancient king erased all record of the queen who preceded him. Sometimes modern male scientists left their woman colleague’s name off of the research she helped conduct. Male archeologists, upon learning a grave belonged to a woman, suddenly changed their evaluation of all the weapons it contained and decided that, no, the person buried there couldn’t possibly have been an actual warrior after all. Bureaucrats barred the Mercury 13 from flying because ‘it wasn’t suitable for women’ to do such a masculine job, although the women—all highly-skilled pilots—did in fact pass the same tests as the men.

      Some men just burned women at the stake or hanged or stoned them.

      I hope this volume brings hours of entertainment to all those who read it, but I also hope it does a whole lot more than just that—that it also enlightens and inspires. I’d love it to help provoke and accelerate the push toward equality that is gradually taking place all over the world.

      In this current age of ‘see it, be it’, ‘women hold up half the sky’, and ‘be the change you want to see’—none of which is actually a new philosophy—I believe that entertainment is among the most powerful tools of change, and of normalizing the idea that women’s rights are human rights. Making things better for women makes things better for everyone. Most women have the exact same goals as most men.

      Hopefully people will remember that when reading these stories, and find them as thought-provoking as they are fun.

      One final note: As if the whole collection of wonderful tales weren’t already fantastic, we had the extreme good fortune to include stunning artwork for each story. I was absolutely overjoyed with these magnificent drawings by the same artist who did our lovely cover.

      

      D. J. Stevenson

      May 2024
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            THE HARVEST MOON

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Deborah Daughetee

      

      

      

      Serenity led her class to a special place in the forest where cushioned benches and desks had been arranged in a half-circle in the oak grove. The trees were so large that it took a dozen people to encircle each one, arms outstretched. The Harvest moon would rise in an hour, and it was time to tell the story of Abigail Stone.

      “You aren’t going to need your tablets,” said Serenity in English, knowing that her students knew they wouldn’t need them. But with the festival looming, her teens were making plans with friends from other clans arriving soon, so their tablets seemed glued to their hands. “Nor any other electronic devices, so put them all away.”

      She waited silently, watching the students stow their electronics in their backpacks and settle on the benches. Then she took a deep breath and closed her eyes, centering herself and opening her mind to the Mother’s inspiration.

      A wind came, and the leaves around and above them began to laugh. The cries of a flock of Canadian geese flying over their heads joined the leaves. Serenity drank it all in, knowing they would soon retreat to the long houses with their clan. The forest had whispered that this winter would be long and bitter, meaning in-person communication between clans would be difficult.

      The walls of each family’s living area could be tuned to screens for Zoom calls. They could also be programed to display scenes of the forest in Summer. Or they could be great windows looking out on the snowscaped forest, which had its own beauty.

      Serenity thought about Abigail Stone and felt her heart and soul expand, the energy of the trees filling her. She opened her eyes.

      “It was at Harvest Moon when the Fathers of Salem decided to hang Abigail Stone’s entire family for witchcraft. All over a piece of land along the coast that someone else wanted.”

      The students said in unison, “No one owns the land.”

      “No one owns the land,” repeated Serenity. “But back then, men thought they could. They took it from the people who lived here and killed all who stood in their way,” said Serenity, switching to Algonquian as her assistant began to beat the drum.

      “Abigail’s story starts long before her family is accused of witchcraft. It begins when she is in the forest picking blueberries.”

      

      The forest of Salem, draped in the shadows of oak and elm, whispered secrets as Abigail Stone wandered through its labyrinthine paths. Shafts of sunlight filtered through the dense canopy, casting dappled patterns on the forest floor. The air was heavy with the scent of earth, moss, and the sweet perfume of wildflowers that danced at the edges of the woodland. Overhead came the coo of a mourning dove and the caw of a crow.

      Abigail loved the forest. She didn’t understand the fear most in her community had for its quiet depths. For her, the forest was a place of peace and quiet contemplation.

      Her footsteps were soft against the bed of fallen leaves, her senses attuned to the ancient rhythms of the forest. She was supposed to be picking blueberries for her mother’s pie, but she dawdled, trailing her fingers along the rough bark of the trees, feeling their silent strength beneath her touch.

      The woods served as her sanctuary, a haven away from the oppressive strictures of Salem’s rigid society where women were pieces of property like chickens or horses. Even now, Jeremiah Smith was visiting with her father to make a contract to take her as his wife. Jeremiah was considered a good match in Puritanical terms. He was a rich merchant and was a leader of the community, which would help her family’s standing. But the real prize was the land that would come as part of her dowry, land Jeremiah had tried to buy from her father. But he would not sell. She and her father had discussed that land, and had decided to turn it over to the Indians living there. It had to remain deeded to her father, or someone like Jeremiah would swoop in and discover the small enclave of Indians living and hunting there, and chase them off at best. She shuddered to think what the worst would be.

      She knew her father would not sell her to Jeremiah. John Stone loved his wife and children and didn’t agree with the poor treatment that many of Salem’s men heaped upon women in the name of God. This was enough to make him an outsider in Salem. But even more damaging was the fact that he felt we had much we could learn from the Indians of the area. He did not believe they were evil, as most of the colony did. He was taking a great risk by letting Indians remain on the land that, in all reality, was actually theirs.

      Abigail’s younger sister Marjorie, however, was all about image, and she begged her father to offer her as an alternate wife to Jeremiah. She would welcome a life of luxury and prominence in the community. Her father reluctantly agreed, but while he would give Marjorie an attractive dowry, he would not include the parcel of land that Jeremiah coveted.

      As Abigail neared the blueberry patch, she heard grunting and the obvious sounds of something pushing through the bushes. Abigail made sure she was downwind, then crept forward, keeping out of sight, to spy on the black bear sitting on its rump scarfing down blueberries. The sight was comical, and Abigail almost laughed. She stifled the sound, a cold wash of fear squashing every desire to laugh, as the bear stopped and looked around. When it heard no further sounds, it went back to eating.

      Abigail quietly crept away, daring to breathe freely only when she could no longer hear its grunting.

      “Abigail Stone.” A woman emerged from the verdant foliage, her presence commanding yet gentle, like a guardian of the forest itself. Her hair, streaked with silver, cascaded down her back in unruly waves, and her dark eyes held the wisdom of countless ages. The color of her skin was difficult to determine. It was luminous, a dark brown like the bark of a tree, or a deep dark green like the leaves of the deep forest, and sometimes it looked red and yellow like the leaves at harvest time.

      “You have wandered far from the confines of your village.” Her voice was a melodic whisper that seemed to echo through the trees like the rustle of leaves.

      “I’m not afraid,” said Abigail. “The forest calls to me. It is the only place where I feel truly free. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I know you.”

      “You may call me Mother. Now come with me. We have much to do.”

      “Much to do?”

      “To claim your birthright. The one that has been stolen from you.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Abigail.

      “You will,” said Mother. “Now come.”

      Abigail hesitated. She didn’t know this woman and knew she shouldn’t go with her. But there was something that called to Abigail like a spring of clear, cold water. There was something of the forest about her, something wild, yet accessible. So, in the end, she followed Mother deeper into the forest.

      

      Serenity paused her storytelling. The drumming stopped. Serenity’s teaching partner, Joy, came to take Serenity’s place. She smiled at the students, then raised her arms and began to sing, her lilting voice floating up to dance with the leaves.

      

      In the heart of the forest, where the moonlight gleams,

      Lived a woman of wisdom in the land of dreams.

      Mother, they called her, keeper of the earth,

      Guiding souls like Abigail to discover their true worth.

      

      Oh, Mother of the forest, guardian of the green,

      Teach us the magic that within us lies unseen.

      On the Harvest Moon, we gather ’round the fire,

      To honor your legacy, to lift our spirits higher.

      

      She whispered of herbs that could heal the pain,

      Of foods that nourish, of forests to sustain.

      With reverence, she spoke of stewardship divine,

      And how to embrace the magic in every woman’s line.

      

      Oh, Mother of the forest, keeper of the flame,

      Your teachings echo softly, in Abigail’s name.

      On the Harvest Moon, we sing your ancient song,

      For you helped us find our place, where we truly belong.

      

      In the days of Salem, when fear gripped the land,

      You stood with courage, extending your hand.

      Together with Abigail, you forged a new way,

      A society of peace, where all colors could sway.

      

      Oh, Mother of the forest, we honor you this night,

      For your wisdom and your guidance, shining ever bright.

      On the Harvest Moon, beneath the starry sky,

      We celebrate your legacy as the forest spirits fly.

      

      Mother, we thank you, for the lessons bestowed,

      For showing us the path where love and harmony flowed.

      On this Harvest Moon, in your memory, we dance,

      In unity and peace, beneath your gentle glance.

      

      The clearing had more visitors who had come to hear Joy’s song soar above the trees to meet the sky. These were not people but the creatures of the forest, drawn by the story of the Mother who taught Abigail Stone how to bring peace and magic where neither dwelled.

      As the last echoes of Joy’s voice faded away, Serenity continued her story. “Mother taught Abigail about the herbs for healing, and Abigail taught her mother. Her father was concerned, for the atmosphere in Salem was turning dangerous, and any excuse could cause someone to be the target of the clergy. And if you were denounced as acting in non-Christian ways, then life could get very difficult.

      

      Mother had a small structure of branches and animal hides deep in the forest. Abigail followed the path her feet had made after so many times of passing. Mother had taught her how to find her way through the forest, read the signs of animals passing, a piece of fur here, a print there, claw marks on the bark of trees. She learned about plants and trees, how bark could be used as a tea to ease pain, and how mushrooms could either enhance a meal or kill.

      She told Abigail that Salem cut too many trees, that trees take a long time to grow, and that the forest would be devastated long before their need for wood would subside. She told her the wolves and bears would be hunted until they were gone.

      “These rich and powerful men are only powerful because you allow them to be,” said Mother.

      “That’s not true,” said Abigail, insulted. “These men use their money to buy what they want. And if they want us to hang, they will hang us.”

      “Money doesn’t give them power. What gives them power is a silent agreement of all citizens to allow them to have power.”

      Abigail started to object, but Mother continued. “Their power is an illusion. Yes, men are stronger than women. And yes, they are more prone to aggression, which is beneficial for hunting and protection. Once, men and women were wonderful partners. Until men started to think that because they were stronger and more aggressive, they should be able to command women. They became jealous of women’s magic, and their aggression turned toward the accumulation of power.”

      “My father isn’t like that,” said Abigail.

      “Many men are not like that. However, those men, even your father, do not use their power to stand up against these men.”

      Abigail wanted to argue, but she couldn’t. She thought about her father refusing to sell Jeremiah the land. He stood up to the man. And yet Jeremiah was a community leader wielding power like a king ruling over his subjects, manipulating and controlling others for his own sinister ends.

      She tried to figure out what made Jeremiah and men like him so powerful, and she could see that Mother was right. They only had power because the people let them have it. Fear of these men ruled the majority.

      “How do women regain their power?” she asked. “How do I regain mine?”

      Mother came to her and placed her hand on her abdomen. “This is your power center. This is where you hold the power of life and death.”

      Abigail started.

      “Yes,” said Mother. “You hold the power of both, for you cannot have one without the other. But these powers come with great responsibility.”

      Abigail suddenly felt dizzy, and then she was no longer herself but running with a wolf pack. A shiver of fear ran through her, afraid that at any moment, the pack might turn on her and tear her to pieces. But a thrill of joy and freedom ran through her as well.

      She heard Mother’s voice as if from far away. “A wolf hunts to eat. The wolves use their aggression for hunting, as your men once did. They do this to survive, and they will use it to protect the pack.”

      Abigail was sitting with Mother again. “They do not kill for sport. They do not kill for gain. Death is a sacred contract, and when that contract is broken, then the person breaking it is broken. Do you understand?”

      “I think so. It’s okay to kill for food and for protection?”

      Mother looked at Abigail intently. “Men think it is their job to protect their society, but it is not. It is a woman’s. A woman protects her children and the children of her sisters. A woman protects the sanctity of the hearth. A woman protects other women. But you need not kill to do it.”

      “But how?” asked Abigail, jumping up and pacing around. “How do you protect the village against hostile animals or Indians? Or even other villages?”

      Mother stood to meet her. “What do you believe in, Abigail Stone?”

      “I believe in God.”

      “Yes!” said Mother. “But men have taught you that God is a Father and a Son, but NOT a Mother or a Daughter. The truth is that God is both Mother and Father, Daughter and Son. And when you find that truth inside of you, you will find your magic as well. And when you find your magic, you will find the way to protect not only your people but the land, the trees, and the creatures of the forest.”

      

      Serenity left her place and walked in front of the first desk, where a girl of thirteen, for they were all thirteen, sat. She was looking down at her hands, and Serenity lifted her chin with one finger.

      “What did Abigail learn that day?” Serenity asked.

      “That God is both Mother and Father, Daughter and Son,” answered the girl.

      Serenity smiled, then walked to the next student, a boy. “What did Abigail learn that day?”

      “God is both Mother and Father, Daughter and Son,” he answered.

      Serenity moved to each child in the half circle and asked the same question. Each child responded with the same phrase. Then Serenity returned to her place.

      “Abigail felt that this kind of talk was blasphemy. But that night in bed, as she thought about it, it made more and more sense. The God her father taught them was not the God the Reverend taught in church. The Reverend’s God was strict and vengeful, whereas her father’s God was loving and kind. Abigail was on her way to discovering the truth.

      “Then the day came,” said Serenity gravely, “When the accusation of witchcraft was first levied.”

      

      Abigail stood with the rest of Salem as three women were led to the hanging tree. The first was Tituba, who had been brought in as a slave from Barbados in Samuel Parris’s household. The second was Sarah Good, a beggar and social misfit, and the third was Sarah Osborn, a quarrelsome old woman who had not attended church in quite some time. Abigail’s father warned his family that they must watch the hanging, not turn away. Fear in Salem was rampant, and any perceived empathy for the accused would not bode well for them.

      The judge who had sentenced these women to hang was none other than Jeremiah Smith. When Abigail’s father refused to give him her hand but offered him Marjorie’s instead, at first, Jeremiah angrily refused. But a day later, he had returned, apologized for his bad behavior, and proposed to Marjorie. Now, Marjorie stood beside him as he read the pronouncement, her skin ashen and her once smiling face drawn and frowning.

      Each woman was given a chance to confess so her soul would be clean when she stood before God in judgment. Sarah Osborn spit in the judge’s face. Sacks were roughly pulled over their heads so their faces were hidden, and the chairs were knocked away so they fell the length of the rope and danced there like mad marionettes.

      Marjorie fainted. Abigail wanted to go to her, but her father held her back, tears in his eyes. Jeremiah pulled Marjorie to her feet, but Marjorie could not stand alone. Jeremiah had his man carry Marjorie away.

      Abigail watched. She watched the women’s jerking stop. She watched her sister carried away from the hanging, and her anger surged. These women’s only sin was that they were on the outside of Salem society, which made them vulnerable to Jeremiah’s accusations. They were not witches any more than Abigail was. And yet the entire colony had watched them hang.

      Abigail thought of what Mother had said about how men like Jeremiah had power. No one had stood up for these women. No one had challenged his sentencing them to death. Not even her. And shame swirled inside her along with anger.

      A few days later, Abigail and her mother visited the Smith home to check on Marjorie. Her sister served them tea and spoke of how happy she was with Jeremiah, but she wouldn’t look them in the eye, and her frowning face belied her words. Abigail wanted to press her into the truth, but Jeremiah entered and came to stand behind Marjorie, placing his hands on her shoulders. Marjorie flinched at his touch.

      “Did you tell our dear sister and mother the good news,” asked Jeremiah.

      “I was just about to.” Marjorie’s voice was barely a whisper.

      “Then allow me,” said Jeremiah. “Marjorie is with child. I’m to have a son to carry on my name.”

      Abigail stared at Marjorie, wondering what would happen if she gave Jeremiah a girl.

      “Congratulations,” said Mother, truly delighted. “I have longed to be a grandmother. John will be so pleased.”

      “Yes,” said Jeremiah. “However, because of Marjorie’s weak constitution, the doctor has ordered her to rest, so we will not be accepting visitors until after the baby is born.”

      Abigail’s mother looked stricken.

      “But surely her mother can visit her. I have herbs that can help ease…”

      Jeremiah’s voice hardened. “No visitors at all. Doctor’s orders. Be careful, Esther Stone, that you do not fall into the path of witchcraft with your herbs.”

      Abigail’s mother shrank back, horrified at the admonition. But Abigail was angry, and she stood, looking Jeremiah in the eyes.

      “You may keep me away from my sister, but you cannot keep her from our mother.”

      “Oh, but I can,” said Jeremiah. “She is my property now, and I will treat her as I see fit.”

      Abigail saw Jeremiah’s hands tighten on Marjorie’s shoulder and heard her gasp in pain. She looked up at Abigail, her eyes pleading, and Abigail realized that Marjorie would pay for Abigail’s actions. She swallowed her anger and her pride.

      “I forget myself,” she said. “Of course, that is your right. My concern for my sister overwhelmed me. Please forgive my outburst.”

      Jeremiah’s hands relaxed. Tears ran down Marjorie’s face.

      “Now my wife is to bed. Thank you for your concern.”

      Marjorie kissed them both goodbye. When it was Abigail’s turn, Marjorie slipped a note in her hand.

      “Goodbye, sister,” she said. “I often think of the game we played around the oak tree in our yard. This oak,” she pointed out the door at a huge oak, “reminds me of those times.”

      Abigail’s mind raced. The game they played was hiding notes for each other in the tree.

      “I remember those times well, sister.”

      Then Abigail and her mother left. Her mother’s tears escaped down her face, but Abigail refused to cry. She was angry. But deeper than that was a dark despair. Women were possessions, and no one would interfere between a husband and wife. It would be that way when she married and when her daughter married. Women would never be more than chattel, for how could that be changed when it was so deeply engrained in their society?

      And yet Marjorie had found a way to communicate with her sister. Perhaps she could find a way to take Marjorie away, and they could hide her somewhere deep in the forest.

      This was crazy thinking, but Abigail felt desperate.

      When they arrived home, Abigail went to the room she used to share with Marjorie and opened the note. It was written in the special language they had created as children. To anyone else, it would look like a bit of nonsense.

      “He’s a monster. He wants our father’s land. He hates you for refusing. Be very careful.”

      

      The students leaned forward on their benches, caught up in the story of Abigail Stone.

      “Mother taught Abigail many things about herb craft and the ways of the forest,” said Serenity. “Abigail passed this knowledge on to her mother, who became a proficient healer. But more people were being accused of witchcraft. They were imprisoned, and their property confiscated. Abigail knew it was only a matter of time before Jeremiah came for her family.

      

      Mother had a small hut deep in the forest. Deer and squirrels ate from her hand, and birds landed on her shoulder. But when it came time to teach Abigail, she shooed them away. The two women sat outside in the warm sun on the stumps of two old oak trees. Mother sat cross-legged, and Abigail came to imitate her.

      “Close your eyes,” said Mother.

      Abigail obeyed.

      “Now, I want you to take three deep breaths with me. Ready? Breathe in. Breathe Out. In. Out. In. And out. Now keep your eyes closed and listen to the sound of my voice, to the sounds of the leaves rustling on the wind, the branches creaking as they sway, the song of each new bird, and the scurrying of animals all around us.”

      Abigail did listen, and the more she listened, the more she heard. It was like there were layers of listening, and as she breathed and let Mother’s voice caress her consciousness, she could penetrate those layers.

      “Now, I want you to turn your awareness inward. Let any thoughts that come into your mind drift back out again without engaging with them. Let your worries drift away. Look inside with your mind’s eye until you find your center.”

      “How will I know?” asked Abigail in a whisper that didn’t break the spell.

      “You will know,” answered Mother.

      Abigail sank deeper and deeper into herself. Thoughts whirled through her head: thoughts of the witch trials, Marjorie being hurt by her husband, her mother’s healing, and her father’s worry. At first, it was difficult to let them fly away, but as she practiced, it became easier. And then suddenly, there were no more thoughts. Abigail’s mind quieted, and all her fears and worries were washed away, leaving only tranquility in their wake.

      “Now,” said Mother as if she knew that Abigail had found her center, “I want you to bring back one of your worries and imagine yourself navigating through it with grace and ease. Pluck the fear out of the worry and send it on its way. It is fear that controls us. Fear that binds us.”

      Abigail brought back the idea of her family being accused of witchcraft. The fear almost overwhelmed her.

      “Fear controls and binds us,” the Mother repeated.

      Abigail took a deep breath, allowing herself to return to tranquility, and then let the thought come again. This time, she didn’t let the fear ruin her tranquility. Instead, Abigail saw herself standing between her family and Jeremiah Smith and the other judges. Then she saw all the women standing with her, holding hands like a long string of paper doll cutouts. And suddenly, a bright light came from inside her being and filled her with power.

      Abigail started and lost the power, the light, and the women. She opened her eyes.

      “No! That is… unnatural.”

      “Why?”

      “Because. It was like… like magic. I felt like I could do things.”

      “That, my daughter, was your natural state of being. It is the woman God intended.”

      “But it’s witchcraft.”

      “Witchcraft is a made-up concept. It was meant to tie women’s magic to evil. But when a woman finds the tranquility of her center, she finds the essence of God inside of her. And that is not evil. That is embracing God’s grace.”

      

      Serenity smiled at her students. “What did Abigail learn?”

      In unison, the class repeated. “We all carry the essence of God inside us.”

      “That’s right. But Abigail had difficulty reconciling it with what she had been taught all her life. On one level, she thought that what she was doing was evil. But on the other hand, connecting to her center helped her through the days to come.

      “Marjorie gave Jeremiah a son but Jeremiah kept Abigail and her mother from them. In a spark of rebellion, however, Marjorie continued to pass notes with the help of the oak tree.

      “Marjorie wrote of the beatings and how Jeremiah conspired with other men to accuse people of witchcraft to gain their property. Maybe it was because of some perceived transgression. Marjorie was fearful that Jeremiah would come after her family in this way.

      “The oak became a symbol for Marjorie; a symbol that she was still sister, daughter, mother, and woman—the very things that Jeremiah Smith attempted to kill in her.”

      Serenity stepped away, and twelve people, six men and six women, emerged from the trees as if they had stepped from the ethers. They were dressed in bright colors, the women wearing shawls that, when they put their arms out to their sides, looked like the wings of a bird. Four more drummers joined the drumming circle, and the beat quickened and was full of celebration.

      The dancers encircled one of the giant oaks and began to stamp their feet and twirl while the drummers started to chant.

      “We dance in gratitude for the oak. We dance in joy at the secrets it keeps.” They chanted once in English, once in Algonquian, and finally in French.

      The dancers circled the oak three times, their joy and gratitude radiating from them like the sun’s corona.

      Then they stopped and melted back into the trees.

      Serenity resumed her place at the head of the class.

      “The oak,” she said, “played a role in saving the life of Abigail and her entire family.”

      

      Jeremiah is going to accuse you, Mother and Father, of witchcraft! You are to be hanged. Abigail sat staring at the words her sister had written. The shock and fear turned her blood cold and settled like a stone in her stomach.

      Abigail put the note in a wooden box where she kept all of Marjorie’s notes and went to the kitchen where herbs hung drying from the ceiling. It didn’t help that she had expected it. She knew Jeremiah hated her for refusing him and hated Father for keeping the land Jeremiah coveted. Four other people had been hanged, and the powerful of the town had benefited. With her family dead, Jeremiah would inherit all their worldly goods.

      The house was empty. Father was out in the fields, and mother was visiting a sick neighbor. Abigail grabbed her hat and gathering basket and headed into the forest to find Mother, but Mother was gone. Only the skeleton of the shelter remained, the hides and furs were gone. A great despair filled her. But as she turned away from the shack, she found the stumps of the great oaks. Her resolve hardened, and she went to the stump. She closed her eyes and took three deep breaths. Then she imagined following the great roots of the giant trees down into the ground. She pulled strength from the energies stored there and felt their groundedness, felt them anchor her presence to the earth. Then, she brought her awareness inward until she felt she could pluck out the fear that threatened to overwhelm her. With great difficulty, she snipped the threads that attached her fear to her thoughts, then threw that fear far from her. She imagined facing Jeremiah Smith. She found the light, the women, the power. And she knew what she must do.

      

      Serenity fell silent for a moment. Her students didn’t stir, anticipating the next words.

      “When Abigail returned home, the men came for her and her family, and they were jailed. They were asked to confess, but none of them would. Let us pray for Abigail and her family.”

      Everyone stood and bowed their head. Serenity began.

      “Our Mother and Father who art in heaven,” she said.

      The others joined in. “Hallowed be thy names, both seen and unseen. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, in the vast expanse of the natural world, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily sustenance from the earth and forgive us our exploitation of nature as we seek forgiveness and strive to restore balance.

      “Lead us not into heedless consumption but guide us towards harmony with all living beings. For thine is the kingdom, the power, and the beauty of creation, Forever and ever. Amen.”

      Serenity looked out over her students’ serious faces.

      “During her time in her cell, Abigail created that prayer. She combined her faith in God with her faith in the Mother. She thought of her mother and father and their affinity with the natural world. And when the prayer was finished, what happened?”

      “She found her magic,” the class said in unison.

      “She found her magic,” Serenity agreed.

      

      Marjorie told Jeremiah that she could get Abigail to confess to witchcraft.

      “But you must let me see her alone, husband,” said Marjorie. “For she will never say such a thing in front of anyone else.”

      Jeremiah agreed, and on the day that Abigail was to be hanged, Marjorie went to her cell. She and Marjorie embraced, and when tears leaked down her sister’s face, Abigail patted her on the back.

      “Do not cry, sister, for no one will hang this day.”

      Marjorie pulled away from her to look her in the eyes. “Jeremiah will not be swayed.”

      “Jeremiah’s power is illusory. Today, you will be free of him. I promise.”

      “How can that be?” asked Marjorie.

      “Have you ever wondered what would happen if Jeremiah came across a real witch?”

      Marjorie looked confused. “Of course not. I know of no such evil person.”

      “And what,” said Abigail, “if the magic of women was not evil or from the devil. That men created this lie to keep women below men?”

      “The magic of women?” said Marjorie.

      Abigail smiled. “Do you trust me, sister?”

      “With my life,” said Marjorie.

      Abigail put her hand on Marjorie’s abdomen and said, “Awaken.”

      And Marjorie eyes lit up with the light of knowledge. At first fear contorted her face. Then it relaxed, and Abigail saw Marjorie embrace the magic that was surging inside her.

      “How could we not have known?” whispered Marjorie, wonder coloring her voice.

      Just then, the guards came to take Abigal to the hanging tree.

      As she and her parents had the noose placed around their necks, Abigail saw Marjorie moving to take her place beside Jeremiah. Jeremiah turned to talk to her, but whatever Marjorie said infuriated him.

      “Abigail, William, and Esther Stone, you have been found guilty of witchcraft. Will you confess so that you may stand before your Maker with a soul cleansed of evil?”

      “You should look to your own soul, Jeremiah Smith, as it is yours who has committed murder by hanging innocent people.”

      Jeremiah’s face twisted with anger. “Hang them.”

      As the chairs were kicked away, the ropes dissolved, and all three fell, keeping their feet under them. The crowd gasped.

      “What makes you think, Jeremiah Stone, that if you found a real witch, she would let you hang her?”

      “You hear it from her own mouth and see what she has done. She is a witch!” cried Jeremiah.

      “As are all women,” said Abigail.

      Marjorie left her place beside Jeremiah. When he grabbed for her, he found he could not touch her.

      She went to stand beside her sister and they joined hands. They smiled at each other, then faced the bewildered crowd and shouted, “Awaken.”

      

      Serenity smiled, “And at that moment, all the women were awakened to their magic. Some rejected it, still believing it was the devil’s work. They stayed shackled to the men forced to leave the colony. Many men, however, like Abigail’s father, stayed and embraced the women and their newly found power.

      “Abigail taught the women how to recognize and use their magic. Men and women worked as partners in Salem, each celebrating the strengths of the others. A council was formed of both men and women.

      “Instead of vilifying the Native Americans, they made treaties with them. We learned Algonquian, and they learned English. We learned from each other. You learn from both European and Native American teachers; all languages are treated as equally important.

      “England tried to take us, but we learned how to use our magic, the magic of the Indians, the strength and aggression of men, and the magic of the forest to protect our shores. And as we came into contact with other colonies, we awakened women’s magic, and the clans were born. Our constitution comes from representatives from each clan and had the signatures of men, women, and all races in the area at the time, including those who, like Tibutu, had been enslaved.

      “It was decided that each Harvest Moon, a clan would be chosen for the Give-Away to prevent the abuse of power through the acquisition of wealth. Today, it is the great honor of the Stone clan to gift our possessions to the different clans. Give with joy and a grateful heart, and watch the joy of those who receive. With the Give-Away, we learn the joys of both.

      

      As Abigail approached the clearing where she had met Mother, she was overcome with great sadness. She wandered through the forest, each step heavy with grief. But as she walked, something miraculous began to unfold. The rustle of leaves in the breeze, the song of birds in the canopy above, the dance of sunlight filtering through the branches—every aspect of the forest seemed to echo Mother’s spirit.

      In the quietude of nature’s embrace, Abigail felt a stirring deep within her soul. With each breath, she sensed Mother’s essence intertwining with her own, filling her with a sense of peace and understanding. She realized that although Mother’s physical form was gone, her spirit lived on in every blade of grass, every whispering breeze, and most of all, within Abigail herself.

      With renewed clarity, Abigail looked up at the towering trees, their branches reaching toward the sky like outstretched arms. She felt a profound connection to the earth beneath her feet and the vast expanse of the heavens above. In that moment, she understood that Mother was not confined to a single place or time but transcended all boundaries, weaving her presence throughout the tapestry of creation.

      As the realization washed over her, Abigail felt a sense of liberation and empowerment. She knew that she carried Mother’s legacy within her, a spark of divine wisdom and love that would guide her on her journey forward. With a newfound sense of purpose, she followed the well-worn path home, embracing the boundless magic that surrounded her and knowing that Mother would always be with her in every beat of her heart and in every breath she took.
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      V

      ictoria Clafin Woodhull Blood Martin balled up another sheet of paper and pitched it toward the fireplace. She missed. Just as she failed to capture her thoughts in words that would set her audience alight.

      “You need a real writer to help you,” said Cornelius Vanderbilt from his seat by the window.

      Victoria ignored the Commodore. Why he chose to haunt her, when her sister Tennie had been the object of his adoration, she didn’t know. While the ghost’s advice on stocks was still uncannily sound, she doubted his understanding of the political challenges of 1900. What she truly needed was an absolute rabble rouser of a speech, something to invoke the Victoria of nearly thirty years earlier when she’d made her first run for president.

      “You can’t stand in front of the crowd and drone on about scientific farming,” continued Cornelius. “Or spiritualism.”

      “I have no intention of talking about either.” Goaded into a response, Victoria faced the apparition in her sitting room. Cornelius smirked with a certain smug satisfaction which had been annoying when he was alive and was positively irksome now she couldn’t throw anything at him.

      Pens, wads of paper, and even the occasional vase had sailed through Cornelius to splat against the wall. Since chucking things in this sitting room certainly upset the staff of the Waldorf-Astoria, Victoria now restricted her displeasure to glares and the occasional request that the ghost keep his opinions to himself. Cornelius had never cared to keep his mouth shut, having plenty of opinions to share. He was even more disinclined to ignore suggestions for silence now that he was dead.

      “I should never have come back to New York,” Victoria declared. “This city hates me.”

      “That never stopped you or Tennie.”

      Well, Cornelius was right. Which was just one of the reasons that he was such an annoying spirit. But nothing had stopped them, not in those heady days of becoming the first female stockbrokers on Wall Street, launching their newspaper, testifying before Congress, fighting the press and police when they dared to speak about things that “nice women” didn’t talk about, and being jailed. They did it all despite two simply terrible husbands for Victoria and a few unfortunate decisions by Tennie. Was it any wonder they had fled to London when Vanderbilt’s horrible heirs offered to pay for their passage?

      After all, they’d prospered in England. Tennie was now Lady Cook with a stately London home and a castle in Portugal. Victoria had had her romantic and happy marriage with John, the only one of her three husbands that she regretted losing. Further she’d inherited the houses and a share of Martin’s Bank from the father-in-law who had never liked her but had died three days before his son. The irony of her inheritance even made Cornelius smile.

      So why had she returned to New York? Why not just settle in the Martin family home at Bredon’s Norton to play the lady bountiful like Tennie in her Portuguese castle?

      “I hate the press,” she grumbled to the ghost. “No woman has ever been hounded as I am hounded by them.”

      “So you’ve touched bottom with the press. Time to sail on the incoming tide,” said the man once known as the Commodore because he’d been a sailor of fortune’s tides and a ferry boat captain.

      Victoria started. She remembered saying something very similar to Tennie once, when it seemed they had lost everything. It wasn’t bad advice.

      “Who do you think could write my speech?” she asked Cornelius.

      “Nellie Bly,” said the ghost.

      Victoria blinked. “The one who traveled around the world?” She vaguely remembered the newspaper stories in London about how the New York reporter stopped off in Southampton or maybe when the woman met Jules Verne in France. One or the other. There was a children’s game too, a board game where you threw dice and hopped along an ever spiraling trail to go around the world in 72 days. “How do you know about Nellie Bly? Weren’t you dead by then?”

      “I never stopped being interested in the news. Or daring women,” Cornelius winked at her. Winked! He was an unrepentant flirt at times, something that she did not remember from when he was alive. At least not directed at her. His behavior around Tennie... Well, less said of that, the better. Being a ghost did seem to rejuvenate him even more.

      “Go on, Vicky, admit I am right. You need a good press agent. And who would be better than Nellie Bly?” Cornelius couldn’t stand to lose an argument.

      Besides, she was beginning to see some merit in his idea. She had battled the press for all her life. It might be nice to have a woman reporter on her side.

      “So which newspaper does she write for? This Nellie Bly?”

      Cornelius shook his head. “She doesn’t write any more. Runs a pots and pans factory for her husband. But it would cause quite a stir if Nellie Bly came back to writing because of you. Almost as good as an endorsement from Susan B. Anthony.”

      Victoria snorted. “Susan will burn in hell before she endorses any campaign of mine.”

      “Now, Vicky…”

      “Don’t call me Vicky. You know I’m right about Susan. Her group will keep marching, and compromising, and nibbling away at the issue like mice. But they would rather fill their ears with wax than hear what I have to say!”

      Cornelius shut up, perhaps because he knew he could never reconcile the decades-old dispute between Victoria and the current leaders of the suffrage, especially Susan B. Anthony. The women wanted vague and respectful talk about liberty. Victoria talked loudly about sex and birth control. No one had been ready for her in the 1870s. She wasn’t sure they wanted to hear her ideas in this new century.

      But maybe this Nellie Bly could find a way.

      “How do I find her? This pots and pans woman who went around the world?”

      Cornelius raised his eyebrows. “Ask the hotel switchboard. She must have a telephone. At least her husband’s company must have one.” One of the reasons that Victoria elected to stay at the Waldorf-Astoria was their placement of a telephone in every room. Of all the conveniences of the new century, Victoria loved the phone, which allowed her to bypass letters and telegrams. What she and Tennie could have done with a phone in 1872! The press would have had a much harder time silencing them then.

      “Do you happen to know the name of the factory?” Nellie asked Cornelius.

      “Iron Clad Manufacturing.”

      “I don’t understand how you can know all this.”

      “I was seized by an overwhelming gust of inspiration.”

      “Oh, don’t quote me to me,” grumbled Victoria. Then she called the switchboard to ask for a connection to the Iron Clad Manufacturing Company.

      The woman who met Victoria for lunch at Delmonico’s was small, round-faced, and nicely dressed. Her hat was not sophisticated enough to belong to one of the very wealthy matrons who patronized New York’s finest milliners or shabbily made enough to mark her as working class. Just ordinary, thought Victoria with a sigh. She judged the former Nellie Bly to be in her thirties.

      “Mrs. Martin?” asked the younger woman as she walked up to the table.

      Victoria rose from her seat and held out her hand. “Mrs. Seaman, I presume?”

      “These days,” said her guest with a firm handshake. “But I think you are more interested in who I was than who I am?”

      “You earned quite a reputation as Nellie Bly, crusader for justice and world traveler,” said Victoria as they settled into their chairs. All around them, people ate and chatted but nobody paid them much attention. In her younger days, walking into a restaurant caused an uproar. Just because she and Tennie wanted to dine without a man at their table. Lorenzo Delmonico had sputtered and offered to escort them quietly out the door. As if Tennie and she ever went quietly anywhere! But they had maneuvered around Lorenzo’s rules by having their coachman join them. Such a fuss to order a bowl of tomato soup!

      Now, thirty years later, a richly dressed widow in her sixties could host a young matron without comment. Victoria sighed again, rather missing her former notoriety.

      Once ordered, the food appeared quickly courtesy of the restaurant’s famously efficient waiters. Victoria started with a bowl of soup for old time’s sake. When the staff was out of earshot, she leaned forward. “So what is your opinion of the vote?”

      “Given the current state of affairs, I doubt women will win the vote before 1920,” said Mrs. Seaman. “We have a long way to go before we have the support needed. Some of the Western states allow local voting but nothing will be done nationally for years. Simply passing an amendment through the House could take at least two decades.”

      “What if I said that you could vote today for President?” replied Victoria.

      “Your argument in 1871,” said her guest, cutting her chicken into neat, ladylike bites and efficiently consuming everything on her plate.

      This woman has known hunger, thought Victoria, and she’s no fool. “So you know about my testimony before Congress?”

      “It’s not easy to find, but I have a few friends who kept copies of the articles about your appearance in Washington. I also spoke to a judge, a friend of my husband, who thinks your argument was legally sound and an interesting idea.”

      “So did the men who funded my first campaign. They abandoned me to my critics as soon as the press turned against us.”

      “You attempted to blackmail a number of people into supporting your campaign and preached about the value of free love, all at the urging of dead spirits. You terrified your opponents and the press into naming you Mrs. Satan.” The former reporter looked at Victoria with approval. “I have been called names too. I rather liked yours.” She finished her last bite of lunch. “Are we ordering a dessert?”

      Victoria laughed. “Certainly. Do you prefer cake or pie?”

      “Whatever costs the most on the menu.”

      The confection of whipped cream, chocolate, brandied cherries, and an unpronounceable French name accompanied tiny cups of strong coffee. The preliminaries settled in Victoria’s mind, she asked her guest how she should run her campaign this time.

      “Oh, call me Nellie,” said her newest friend. “For I’ll have to resurrect Nellie Bly and all her passion for crusading. I’ve missed her, I admit. Helping Robert with the factory is interesting, but this will be exciting.”

      “So how do I do this, Nellie?”

      “Blackmail the important men into supporting you, of course, or at least make them afraid to denounce you. If they are going to pour buckets of ink over your campaign, make it tell the story you want to tell rather than blacken your character. Continue to attract the crowds with your talk of spirits inspiring you while displaying your Bible prominently. Be on the side of angels rather than the devil’s wife. Make amends with Susan Anthony and her ladies. And positively don’t give speeches about free love until you are elected.”

      “So you think I can win?”

      “You can win popularity through the press. President McKinley will take the Republican nomination. If the Democrats run William Jennings Bryan this time too, the press will be hungry for something new. Otherwise it’s simply the 1896 election and discussions of free silver all over again. You’ll be the leading story, especially if your sister joins your campaign. Americans love English nobility. Have Lady Cook travel from Boston to San Francisco speaking about her position in high society these days, how far you sisters have come from your humble roots but how you will always remain American in your hearts. The reporters will adore it. Everyone enjoys a rags-to-riches story.”

      Victoria nodded. “Anything else?”

      “Pick a politician for your running mate. Someone who can campaign for you.”

      “Who?”

      “Have you heard of Teddy Roosevelt?” asked Nellie.”He supports corporal punishment for wife beaters and brought women into the New York City Police Department. He is ambitious, clever, and well-connected. A war hero too.”

      “Good choice,” rumbled Cornelius in her ear so Victoria nodded again.

      Nellie Bly reached into her handbag and pulled out a notebook. “Let’s order more coffee. I need to ask you a few questions for my article.”

      The first article stirred some interest, if only for the byline of Nellie Bly linked with the formerly infamous Victoria Martin. The second brought a few reporters to the Waldorf-Astoria to meet with the woman that they now described as the “charming” and “still beautiful” Victoria. Which caused Victoria to rattle the newspaper pages and complain to Nellie. “Didn’t we talk about the need for reform and a way forward for a new century? Why are they commenting on my dress and figure?”

      “It will take more than a new century to stop a man from defining a woman by her face,” said practical Nellie. “Be glad they see you as an appealing widow of a certain age. It makes you less of a threat and more of an amusing anecdote. Right now we want compliments and not condemnations, Mrs. Satan.”

      So Victoria did what she had always done. Smiled, flattered, and watched with eyes well-trained by a conniving father and two scoundrels for husbands as she cataloged any flaw or weakness which could be turned to her advantage.

      A judicious application of money secured the fledgling campaign a hall and a crowd. Backstage, Victoria sat on a tall coil of rope connected to something needed for the raising of the curtain. On stage, various women and a few men thundered from the podium about the ills of the past century and the hope for the coming one. Nellie collected their initial speakers from those formerly associated with the National Association of Spiritualists, the International Workingmen’s Association, and Victoria’s first People’s Party. All remembered those heady days in 1872 when anything seemed possible and they were willing to try to invoke the same excitement again. Representatives from the National American Woman Suffrage Association were noticeably absent, although invitations had been extended. Victoria blamed the old dispute with Susan B. Anthony for this. Nellie simply shrugged.

      “We have enough to start the stories rolling across the country,” Nellie said, viewing the giant scarlet banners proclaiming “Freedom” and “Victoria” in golden letters hanging from the hall’s ceiling. The banners evoked the old campaign enough to create some comments, but the reporters who were coming knew the “freedom” proclaimed tonight would be centered on the legitimacy of women voting and not the legalization of prostitution. Nellie gauged exactly how close to dance up to the line of what was acceptable while dangling echoes of the more scandalous campaign speeches of the past.

      Besides, nobody truly remembered the events of thirty years ago, Nellie told Victoria. “We can recast your history. Make you the victim, not the villain, a courageous martyr to the cause.”

      “Not too much of a victim, Nellie,” said Victoria. “I like the title of winner more.”

      But the echoes of the old campaign also moved her. Would the crowd listen or would she be shouted down again for her licentious ways? The world was changing, but women were still being gagged by accusations of immorality. So once again, Victoria sat backstage and tried to guess the mood of the crowd from the clapping, cheers, and, of course, some cat calls. She should have waited in her dressing room, but too much energy coursed through her veins to allow her to be closed off from the audience that she longed to address.

      “Thou were always impatient,” said the ghost of Lucretia Mott watching by her side.

      Victoria sighed. “Shouldn’t you be haunting Elizabeth? Or one of the others? Keep Susan awake with your knocking.”

      “Lizzie has enough trials,” Lucretia said.

      Victoria snorted. She suspected Lucretia was still miffed at Elizabeth Cady Stanton for describing her as a fading tree in her final years.

      The crowd roared approval as the next-to-last speaker stepped up to the podium. The energetic Theodore Roosevelt began his introduction of Victoria. Although he was nearly twenty years her junior, Victoria was surprised to feel such a kinship with the avid sportsman and New York politician. His interest in women’s rights seemed sincere and he confided in her that he felt he could make history quicker by joining the campaign. Certainly Roosevelt’s jovial willingness to take second place behind a woman had come as a shock to the Republican establishment, who apparently had been considering him as a running mate for McKinley.

      “I consent to take this position so that the door of hope—the door of opportunity—is open for all our citizens,” shouted Teddy from the podium. “All men and all women have an equal right to vote!”

      The roar became a tidal wave of sound as people rose from their seats clapping for Teddy.

      “He does know how to give a speech,” Victoria remarked to Lucretia. A glimmering invaded the shadows backstage. She sensed other ghosts drawing nearer. Victoria rather hoped Harriet Beecher Stowe would be among them. She took some joy in outliving her enemies, including the woman who called her a “brazen tramp” for daring to run for President the first time.

      “Be thou humble, Victoria,” said Lucretia, ever the Quaker and apparently able to read her thoughts. “Delight not in the downfall of thine enemies.”

      “Humility won me nothing. I lopped off my hair, pleaded with my audiences, and they still abandoned me,” Victoria retorted. “I much prefer being rich to being poor. Being a comet blazing across the sky to a meteor sunk in the mire.”

      Victoria glared at the spirit. The ghost managed to look faintly abashed.

      “I once told Lizzie that we must proceed slowly,” said Lucretia. “To ask for suffrage too soon would make us ridiculous.”

      “And now?” asked Victoria.

      Lucretia shook her lace-capped head. “I am dead. Patience gained us nothing. Virtue became the tool which our enemies used to shatter our alliance. Let us learn the value of pride, Victoria.” In the wings, Lucretia was joined by the ghosts of Mary M’Clintock, Martha Coffin Wright, Jane Hunt, and the others who had rallied at Seneca Falls more than fifty years ago.

      Victoria nodded and stood up. She strode across the stage as Teddy bellowed her name and took her place at the podium.

      “Dear friends, rise! Our moment has come,” Victoria began.

      Luckily Nellie had already sent the speech to the newspapers. The cacophony of cheers from her followers and the shouts of anger from her detractors shook the hall and drowned out her next words. Victoria raised her head. She stared them all straight in the eye, drawing strength from the army of ghosts assembling behind her. The ghosts of the Woman’s Rights Convention surrounded her with their passion, their heartbreak, and their willingness this time to win the White House. They may not have been seen, they may not have been heard by the audience. But Victoria knew they were there. Their power and her purpose fueled her speech.

      “Let us lead this nation into a glorious new century!” Victoria shouted from the stage. According to all the witnesses, her shout rang from the rafters, making the banners dance above their heads.

      Tennie sailed into New York on the Cunard Line’s most luxurious steamer. By the time she arrived with a dozen trunks and a French maid, Victoria had a table full of newspapers in the center of a much larger suite in the Waldorf-Astoria. In fact, Victoria’s new supporters and campaign workers had taken over the entire floor. The hotel had even assigned a special concierge to take requests from “Glorious Victoria” as the press and the hotel staff proudly called her.

      “Well, sister, I like your Teddy,” said Lady Cook, collapsing onto a sofa as she pulled off her gloves and feathered hat. “But I love your Nellie.”

      The young woman who once walked proudly down Wall Street in a man’s jacket and shirt draped over a simple black skirt was now every inch the aristocrat bedecked in lace, velvet, and ribbons. But Victoria could see her younger sister’s remarkable charisma and energy still shining through her conventionally fashionable ensemble. The whirlwind named Tennie was ready to blow through the mansions of the gilded rich from coast to coast. Nellie was right. The society reporters would love every minute of it.

      “Everything went well at the dock?” Victoria asked, although she was already certain of Tennie’s grand entrance as Lady Cook.

      “Mr. Roosevelt was waiting to greet me with two dozen yellow roses.” Yellow roses signified their support for women’s suffrage. A clever touch for the campaign even though the national organization had yet to acknowledge them. “Nellie Bly made sure that twice as many reporters questioned us. It will be in all the papers tonight.”

      “Perfect. Did you bring the book?”

      Tennie’s perfectly plucked eyebrows flew up. She patted the silver mesh purse hanging from her belt. “I kept it close through the crossing and under my skirts during the customs check. All of Alice’s clients and a few others. But will anyone care? Won’t many of them be dead?”

      “The prostitutes may be dead, but those clients are respectable grandfathers these days who would prefer not to have their exploits published.” This time, Victoria wouldn’t denounce the hypocrites from the stage or the pages of her own newspaper. This time she planned to use Tennie’s lists from the madams of New York’s bordellos much more quietly and competently. Several talks with Cornelius had helped pinpoint the most susceptible to blackmail among New York’s elite. Some of those elite had moved over the decades, now holding sway over high society in Boston, Chicago, and San Francisco. A few stops on Lady Cook’s tour should prove properly motivating for certain politicians and their supporters.

      “It’s all about the electoral college,” Victoria explained to her sister. “We can lose the popular vote and still win the White House. We simply need the majority of electoral votes.”

      A Harvard-trained running mate who enjoyed battling the political machine was proving to be quite advantageous this time. Teddy explained it all so very well to the rest of them.

      “So how do we win the electoral college without the popular vote?” Tennie asked.

      “Well, Teddy is asking the men to vote for us as a protest against the incumbent and his perpetual challenger. They may do it as a lark or a jest, but it counts for us and reduces the support for the other two. Still, our best bet is to overwhelm the polls with women. I’m calling on all women to exercise rights already granted. Nellie has planned a series of articles to be published across the country telling them why they can and should vote.”

      “Last time, your argument didn’t work.”

      “We never should have bothered with those stuck-up politicians in Washington or let the press turn against us,” said Victoria. “They’ll debate our rights for decades. Let the women decide for themselves in November.”

      “But won’t their votes just be thrown away? Won’t the women be arrested?”

      “In some places. But in others they will have the right to vote in local elections and there’s nothing to stop them from writing in a presidential candidate. It’s easy to arrest one Susan B. Anthony and fine her for casting one vote. But when all the women cast their votes on the same day, how do you stop them?”

      “It will make for chaos on Election Day.”

      “Exactly,” said Victoria with a smile so vicious that Tennie burst into laughter. “Millions of women invading the polls everywhere! Complete and utter chaos. Terrific doubt cast on who won the popular vote. So it all comes down to the electoral votes. With your book of names, pressure from the suffrage-minded wives and mothers, articles calling for Glorious Victoria to lead the nation into a new century, and a little spiritual guidance from Cornelius and friends, we should be able to sway enough electors to our cause.”

      “Winner takes all,” said Tennie with some satisfaction. “Is it too early to order champagne? I’m parched from talking to everyone at the pier.”

      Victoria called for room service as Tennie shuffled through the newspapers on display.

      “Oh, I like this one,” she said, holding up the front page with the giant headline: “Victoria for President, Says Nellie Bly!”

      The early press was glorious, but as Election Day loomed ever nearer, the Democrats and Republicans grew more shrill in their denouncements of “That Martin!” as they’d taken to calling Victoria. For a variety of reasons, some found in Tennie’s book, neither side quite had the gumption to bring back Nash’s label of Mrs. Satan, but the cartoons which did circulate were vicious enough.

      “We’ll need an exceptional turnout at the polls,” said Teddy.

      “The women must show up,” said Nellie. “Susan B. Anthony must endorse us.”

      “Oh, damn,” said Victoria as Tennie sighed. Even Cornelius seated in his usual chair by the window looked concerned. “I’ll have to apologize to her. Help me write the letter, Nellie.” Because this was Susan B. Anthony, and only a well-written appeal would do.

      It took nearly a day to come up with a draft which met everyone’s approval. It took more than a week for a response. But a date was set for a meeting at the Waldorf-Astoria.

      Victoria waited alone in her suite. She’d sent everyone out, although she knew a number would be waiting in the halls to catch a glimpse of the famed Anthony. Nellie planned to bring her up the elevator from a private entrance, as arranged by the hotel staff to avoid the crowds packing the main lobby for news of Victoria and her campaign.

      Cornelius appeared in his chair by the window.

      “No company,” snapped Victoria, betraying her nerves.

      “A silent witness only,” said Cornelius, laying a finger against his lips. “You’re making history today.” Lucretia shimmered in the other corner of the room. She said nothing.

      Victoria huffed but felt a little better to have her ghosts there. She wished Tennie wasn’t in Boston playing aristocratic guest of the New England bluebloods, but they needed those influential supporters.

      The elevator doors opened with their usual clang, audible through the half-opened door and in the stillness on the floor. Then the whispers of her staff: “She’s here.”

      There was only one she, the true leader of the national suffrage movement, indomitable Susan B. Anthony stumping into her parlor. Victoria sprang up from the sofa like an overanxious schoolgirl. Susan always impacted her, and everyone else, like the most stern of teachers.

      “I’m here,” said Susan. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Behind her, Nellie quietly closed the door on the staff peeping in. She shrugged at Victoria, a sign that she couldn’t gauge Susan’s mood either. It all came down to this. If Susan gave her endorsement, they had more than a fighting chance to win. If she did not…but Victoria refused to accept defeat.

      “I am sorry,” said Victoria, stepping forward and grasping both of Susan’s hands in her own. “The blackmail letters were a mistake. I should have listened to you.”

      Susan stared at her, all dour frown lines and disapproving eyes. And so old. When had their champion begun to look so ancient and tired? A quick calculation surprised Victoria into realizing Susan must be more than 80 years old. Then Susan’s fingers curled around Victoria’s. She clasped Victoria’s hands lightly and then pulled away. From Susan, it was the equivalent of a kiss and a bear hug.

      Stunned, Victoria stared at Susan, unsure what to say next.

      “Elizabeth sent a telegram to me,” said Susan. “Every time I listened to her, we went forward. Every time I didn’t, we wandered in the wilderness. She reminded me of my own words. Once I wrote that you heralded the whole future of women.”

      Well, thought Victoria, may the heavens bless the philosopher of Seneca Falls and her memory. If Elizabeth Cady Stanton had written in her support and conjured up those early days, Susan might well turn favorable to their cause. Which meant the other women would follow. “I stirred Susan, and Susan stirred the world,” Elizabeth had told her long ago.

      “How is Elizabeth?” Victoria said out loud.

      “Dying, discouraged, but not yet defeated. Much like the rest of us. Fifty years of fighting and still we fail to secure our rights, our very sovereignty,” said Susan. “Elizabeth told me not to wait any longer. That she wants to be above ground when women march through Washington behind a president that they elected.”

      Nellie advanced into the room. “Can I quote you for our articles? Can I say you stand with us?”

      “You can do more than that,” said Susan. She pulled out a sheaf of closely written pages from her old-fashioned black bag. “You may publish our new manifesto stating that all women hold the right to vote, protected by the existing amendments to our Constitution and the laws of this great land. We will no longer cajole or plead for the right to be heard. We will shout our rights on every corner! The National American Woman Suffrage Association stands behind you. All will vote in November. Women, their rights, and nothing less. I have given my life and all I am to our cause. Now I want my last act to be the placement of a woman in the White House.”

      “Huzzah!” cried Victoria. She heard Cornelius cheer and a quiet “Well done, dear Susan” from Lucretia. The silenced voices of thousands of women who fought and died before this day rang through the ether. Their time had come.

      Nellie snatched the papers from Susan’s hand and ran for the door, shouting for her staff to grab the phones. Tonight the switchboards across the country would be busy as the women spread the news. Tomorrow all the newspapers would proclaim: “Victoria for President, Says Susan B. Anthony.”

      As the days progressed, Susan came often to the campaign headquarters, bringing reports from the other leaders. “Carrie Nation says she’ll apply her hatchet to any poll which tries to bar a woman from voting, as will her followers. Jane Addams plans to lead the immigrants of Chicago, women and men, to their voting stations. Let them try to stop her. Ida B. Wells will march with her brave sisters upon the polls of the South. In the West, women are gathering to demand their right to vote in national elections as well as local.”

      Through it all, Nellie wrote, Tennie charmed, and Victoria spoke. Until at last, the chaos of the election was done. Hundreds of thousands, nay millions of women overran the polls across the nation, according to the newspapers on November 7. The electors gathered behind closed doors and cast their votes. Some for the incumbent, some for his Democrat challenger, but enough, oh barely enough, for Glorious Victoria.

      Lawsuits began the next day, and arguments rang through the courts, but the spirits whispered in the ears of the judges. As did their mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters. Still, by the slimmest of margins and with many learned dissents, Victoria’s victory was confirmed.

      On Monday, March 4, 1901, Victoria Clafin Woodhull Blood Martin became the President of the United States. With a sour face, Chief Justice Melville Fuller administered the oath of office. Equally discontented were the long faces of the members from the House of Representatives and the Senate gathered on the East Portico.

      But Victoria didn’t care. She looked past them to the sea of women who had marched down Pennsylvania Avenue carrying their yellow roses, hatchets, and banners. At Ida B. Wells proudly leading the delegations from across the country. At Elizabeth Cady Stanton surrounded by her daughters. At Susan B. Anthony almost smiling in approval.

      She saw and heard quite clearly the ghost of Cornelius Vanderbilt shouting triumphantly with Lucretia Mott and the others who had not lived to see this day.

      Victoria reached out her hand. She felt a hard squeeze from her sister Tennie, standing beside her as always.

      “Go on, Victoria,” whispered Tennie.

      So the 26th President of the United States stepped up to the podium and began her speech. In her very first paragraph, she talked about the freedom to love as a choice, as a right, as essential as the vote. She spoke about equality, true equality of pay and distribution of wealth, not as an ideal but as a practical necessity to be protected by the laws of the land. Victoria called for the women to follow her into office, to make all branches of the government as balanced as they should be. Most importantly, she said, every citizen had the right to vote their heart and conscience, the right to be heard by their government.

      She concluded, “Thus do I claim this administration will be the friend and the exponent of the most complete equality to which humanity can attain. We will create a land where there shall be no distinction among citizens on any grounds whatsoever. Let us strive for the broadest individual freedom compatible with the public good!”

      

      The director of the Smithsonian enjoyed her early morning walk through the empty galleries. Later in the day there would be crowds and speeches, so many speeches, from those who had benefited from the last century of progress. And cake. A very large cake to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the inauguration of the first female President of the United States.

      The exhibition looked grand. They’d borrowed from the Martin Presidential Library and private collections. Several significant loans had arrived safely from the British Museum to illustrate Lady Cook’s impact on her adopted country.

      The artifacts and mementos were all very well. But as she paused at the entrance to the centennial exhibition, the director was moved by the most important display as much as when she first read and understood what it meant as a very small schoolgirl in Virginia. The words of the 19th Amendment covered the wall. The greatest achievement of President Martin during her third term in office. The words spoken with husky emotion at President Martin’s funeral by Judge Alice Paul: “Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.”

      

      
        
        FACT VERSUS FICTION

      

      

      

      The preceding story is a work of fiction. The ghost of Cornelius Vanderbilt did not haunt Victoria Martin, although the living Cornelius set up Victoria and her younger sister Tennessee as the first female stock brokers on Wall Street.

      In 1871, Victoria testified before the House Judiciary Committee that American women already possessed the right to vote under the 14th and 15th Amendments, thus eliminating the need for Congressional support and a state-by-state campaign for what would become the 19th Amendment. Congress declined to follow through on her suggestion that they pass legislation to clarify this.

      Then Victoria ran for President in 1872, but the campaign collapsed in a bizarre series of events which spawned press condemnation and (worse) complete dropping of campaign coverage. It also led to great biographies by later historians, although the sisters were left out of the history of suffrage by Stanton and Anthony.

      Victoria and Tennie eventually fled their scandals by sailing to England. The sisters’ trip was probably financed by Vanderbilt’s heirs, perhaps to keep them out of the lawsuits swirling around Vanderbilt’s will after his death. After arriving in England, both married extremely well. Victoria wed John Martin and then inherited his father’s wealth due to the old man dying three days before John. Tennessee married Lord Cook and also inherited a fortune in 1901 when her husband died.

      Victoria tried a few political comebacks. But her divorces, her outspoken support of free love and birth control, and her work as a faith healer and medium always made her a target of the press. Her earlier blackmail scheme involving the leaders of the American suffrage movement, including Susan B. Anthony, didn’t help. Their biographers vary greatly on what Victoria and Tennie did or didn’t do in terms of blackmail, but quoted letters from Susan show that Susan was very angry with Victoria after indeed calling her first campaign the “future of women.”

      Following John’s death, Victoria settled (sort of) into English country life and indulged her passion for automobiles. As Lady Cook, Tennie became a frequent speaker on women’s rights in the United Kingdom and United States, including a meeting with President Theodore Roosevelt at the White House.

      For those who would like to learn more about these complicated and fascinating sisters, I highly recommend The Scarlet Sisters by Myra MacPherson, Notorious Victoria by Mary Gabriel, and Other Powers by Barbara Goldsmith.

      As far as I can determine, Victoria and Tennie never met Nellie Bly, who arrived in New York in 1887, a decade after the sisters sailed for London. Nellie, also known as Elizabeth Cochrane Seaman, led an equally adventurous life including her famed journey around the world. Nellie left journalism for a few years after she married the much older millionaire Robert Seaman. One of the pieces of Nellie Bly memorabilia that I own is an advertisement for their company’s exhibition at the 1901 Pan-American Exposition. The card proudly proclaims that Nellie Bly was the only woman in the world personally managing “industries of such magnificence.” She later returned to reporting as a widow.

      In her article on the “Woman Suffrage Procession of 1913”, Nellie predicted that women wouldn’t win the vote until 1920. She was, of course, quite correct. Neither Susan B. Anthony (d. 1906) nor Elizabeth Cady Stanton (d.1902) lived to see the passage of the 19th Amendment. Victoria (d. 1927), Tennie (d. 1923), and Nellie (d. 1922) did.

      The amendment quoted in this story is not the 19th Amendment as it exists in the Constitution. It is the Alice Paul Amendment, first introduced in 1923 and since known as the Equal Rights Amendment.
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