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This book is dedicated to Sarah Emma Edmonds Seelye, a heroic and tenacious woman whose ingenuity and sheer fearlessness on the battlefield not only demands our admiration and respect, but also inspires us to challenge ourselves. May we all have a fraction of her selflessness and bravery when our rights, freedom, and democracy are threatened.


“No war ever developed so much bravery and devotion among women as did the great Civil War. But none of the many instances recorded have surpassed the record for pure, unselfish patriotism and zeal for the cause of humanity, daring bravery, and heroic fortitude as that of Sarah Emma Edmonds, alias Franklin Thompson of Michigan’s Company F, in the summing up of whose life, finds an extraordinary amount of patriotic devotion to the cause of her adopted country in the greatest crisis of its history, and nearly her whole life devoted to the alleviation of human suffering and the whole world made better from her having lived in it.”

—Colonel Frederick Schneider
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PART 1

The Road to Manhood

(1841–1861)


Chapter 1

A Father’s Misfortune

Winters on Lake Magaguadavic were cold and bleak, but nothing compared to the even icier chill that permeated the Edmondson’s stone-walled farmhouse. There, life was an utter disappointment to an embittered farmer forced to rely on daughters to run the family farm. His wife, Betsy—a fine Irish lass—had given birth to four strong, but unwelcome daughters, Eliza, Frances, Mary Jane, and Sarah Emma. Their only son, Thomas, suffered from epilepsy, which prevented him from helping out on the farm. It was bad enough that the neighbors often whispered about the cursed lad, but the fact that Thomas could not work alongside his father like a man was Isaac’s worst woe. Despite a lack of strong male progeny to help him, Isaac made good on the land, growing a healthy crop of potatoes that allowed him to buy a few cows and horses, several pigs, and a gaggle of chickens.

For the transgression of being born female, at their father’s insistence, his daughters donned shirts and trousers to work alongside him in the potato fields every day. Even though Isaac didn’t believe in educating girls, his long-suffering wife, Betsy, did her best to ensure that her brood could read and write. She sent the children to the one-room schoolhouse whenever they could be spared on the farm, even in the dead of winter if weather permitted. At night by candlelight, she faithfully read the Bible to her children. A meek, subservient, Christian woman, she did her best to avoid her husband’s unfettered anger. She kept to herself whenever possible and slaved daily in the austere kitchen preparing food from the fields on a wood-burning stove, striving to make her husband happy. It was a thankless task and well understood that nothing made Isaac Edmondson “happy.”

Sarah Emma Evelyn, being the youngest and the last, took the brunt of Isaac’s wrath. Thanks to his constant disapproval, she always tried her best to please him by becoming proficient at many things normally attributed to men. She tried to hide her blossoming womanhood behind dingy work clothes, hoping her father wouldn’t be reminded of what he considered her major flaw. He wanted a son, and Emma tried her best to be just that. By her teen years, she was a crack shot with a gun, a fine hunter, and an expert rider. She could outshoot and outride all of the locals, but no matter how hard Emma tried, she never measured up in Isaac’s eyes. She was never quick enough, never smart enough, and never, ever good enough simply because she was born a girl.

•••••

Summer in New Brunswick was always a welcome respite from the stinging cold of winter. The balmy fresh air embraced the picturesque countryside, leaving no trace of ice or snow or the blustery winds that kept its residents indoors. Summer meant new life—horses, pigs, and cows were bred—potatoes, beans, and corn were planted. Farmers and their families worked hard to take full advantage of Mother Nature’s kindness.

As the sun spread its warmth over the panoramic countryside one hot afternoon in the summer of 1857, sisters Frances and Emma, on horseback, pushed a few head of cattle toward a fast-flowing river in an effort to get them to drink. Isaac had sent his girls to tend the cows and to see how the newest calf was faring in the seasonal heat. As the elder, Frances followed directly behind the animals in an attempt to keep them safe. The churning current, however, was merciless and, without warning, swept the unsteady calf off its feet, pulling it under. She instinctively turned her horse toward the desperate creature, as it struggled to keep its head above the water. While she slowly made her way toward it, the rushing rapids knocked Frances from her mount and dragged her under as well.

Seeing her sister in trouble, Emma immediately raced into the river. She leaped from her horse to rescue Frances, who had just broken the surface and was gasping for air. A strong swimmer, Emma quickly caught up to the distressed girl and dragged her toward the safety of the riverbank. The two clawed their way onto shore and collapsed in a fit of exhaustion.

Emma and Frances lay on their backs, winded from their close call, and in a moment of nervous relief, they suddenly laughed.

“Lord, Emma! I thought I was about to meet my maker!”

“Not today, Frances, but I will surely meet the Lord tonight when father finds out about that calf!”

•••••

At the time that unlucky calf was lost, all of the Edmondson girls were old enough to marry, with fifteen-year-old Emma being the youngest. But only the eldest, Eliza, had claimed a husband and moved from Isaac’s house. That left three girls and one boy at home to face their father’s wrath.

As for Frances and Emma, they were afraid to return home that evening, knowing that when Isaac discovered their unfortunate loss, they would be forced to endure his uncontrollable fury. Most importantly, Emma realized that it would only be worse for everyone if she returned home empty-handed. So, she went hunting with her favorite rifle, managing to shoot a few hares for supper. She even took down two of them with a single shot. Too bad her skill as a marksman would never matter to Isaac.

When Emma came in that evening, her sisters Mary Jane and Frances were setting the table and helping their mother prepare the meal. The usual somber mood prevailed as Emma hung the rifle on the wall rack. Having skinned and gutted the hares outside, she now put them in a pan and placed them in the oven, hoping that this meager offering would somehow lessen her father’s impending hostility.

Betsy left the cake she was making to hug and kiss her youngest child in an unusual display of animated affection.

“You are a real hero, Emma! I heard how you saved our dear Frances from drowning today.” Her voice trembled with gratitude.

“I figured you’d be glad I saved Frances instead of that calf.” Emma grinned, pleased to see her mother happy. It didn’t happen very often.

“Not Father.” Frances shook her head. “He would have preferred if you let me drown and brought the calf back home.”

“You’re right, Frances.” Mary Jane snickered. “I do believe that father would have cheered for the cow.”

“You girls shouldn’t make light of such a thing. It could have been tragic,” Betsy admonished them gently before turning back to Emma. “Your fearlessness served us all well today, my girl. But I’m afraid there might be a time when your luck runs out, and I worry that someday you just may meet an untimely end.”

“You shouldn’t worry, Mother, I have guardian angels watching over me,” Emma assured her, but Betsy had never understood her youngest child’s total lack of fear … except when it came to Isaac, of course.

Emma’s ailing brother, Thomas, who endured as much paternal abuse as she did, came in from the garden, toting a basket of potatoes. His face, which was almost always ashen, seemed even paler. His worried look alarmed the women. “Father’s coming, and he looks fearsome mad.” He set the basket down on the workbench in front of Emma so she could peel the spuds.

“Please … don’t tell him about the calf.” Betsy sighed. “If we’re lucky, maybe he won’t have noticed yet. You know how his temper gets the best of him.” She quickly turned back to her cake as Isaac entered from the back door, enraged, just as Thomas had warned.

“Damn you girls!” Isaac lashed out. “Always costing me money! Why couldn’t I have good, strong boys to help with the farm?” Turning to his wife, he continued his tirade. “Instead you had to go and have four worthless girls and one poor excuse for a son. Useless … all of you! And you, Emma! You’ll be going to bed without dinner for the next month. Do you really think you can make up for losing a calf with some measly rabbits?”

Isaac snatched the knife from Emma’s hand as she peeled the potatoes and stabbed the blade into the workbench, missing her fingers by nary an inch.


Chapter 2

Meeting Her Hero

Since they were the dirtiest jobs on the farm, shoveling muck in the pigsty and cleaning out the horse stalls were daily chores tasked to Emma by her father as punishment. What Isaac never realized was how much she enjoyed her time with the animals. Emma felt that these creatures understood her and appreciated the way she tended to them, unlike her father, who believed that all beasts were dumb and not deserving of love and tenderness—the same lack of sentiment he had for his family.

Emma was just finishing up with the pigs when her handsome, young neighbor, James Vezey, rode up on his hay-wagon. She had been admiring James for quite some time. His sharp blue eyes and dark hair had stirred a strange feeling inside her. At this moment, however, she was a sight—all covered in mud with excrement staining her green work boots. Nonetheless, she attempted to wipe the dirt from her shirt and tame a stray lock of hair with the back of her hand. Emma didn’t realize it, but her quick efforts left a streak of dirt smeared across her left cheek, making James smile. Shyly, she smiled back.

“James! What brings you here?” she asked caught off-guard and just a little breathless.

“I was wondering if you might like to go to town with me on Saturday night.” He fidgeted with the reins, hoping she wouldn’t notice how nervous he was. “They’re having a dance at the pavilion near the park.”

Thrilled, Emma was about to say yes when she heard Frances loudly clear her throat. Emma turned toward her sister who nodded ever so slightly in the direction of the barn. A scowling Isaac was in the doorway, leaning on his pitchfork eyeing the youngsters. He must have heard James ride up in the wagon. “Don’t be dallying too long there, girls. There’s work to be done around here if you want your supper tonight.”

Emma had little doubt that her father would never approve of James who had struggled to keep the family farm profitable ever since his father had died. He had nothing to barter for Emma’s hand, and as far as Isaac was concerned, it wasn’t enough to be rid of her. He expected a profit.

“I’m awfully sorry, James,” Emma mumbled, uncertain what to use as an excuse. “But I can’t go on Saturday. I … I … uh … have to mind the pigs.”

James’s questioning look rolled into disappointment, while Isaac’s glowering face turned smug. Crestfallen, Emma looked down. She liked James. He was always so very kind, and she found that attractive. This young man was far different from Isaac, and she couldn’t help but imagine what a loving husband and father James would probably be. It was a pity that Isaac couldn’t, or wouldn’t, see the good in him.

After James’s unhappy departure, Isaac moved on to tend the chickens so Emma sought solace in the barn. There, she groomed her favorite horse—a white male she called Freedom. Freedom was her confidante, and she always felt better after whispering her troubles in the horse’s ear. Freedom never judged her—just accepted her, flaws and all. As she quietly told the animal about James’s unexpected visit, Isaac returned with a half-used bag of chicken feed. When he found her taking meticulous care of the horse as it nuzzled her face, his anger shattered Emma’s peaceful moment. “Just what do you think you’re doing there, girl?”

Emma took a breath. There was no time like the present to let him in on her plan. He was bound to find out sooner or later, even though Emma would have much preferred later. “There’s a riding competition in two weeks, and everyone knows I’m the best rider in New Brunswick. The first-place prize is a gold watch, and with Freedom’s help, I’m going to win it!” She foolishly thought she would impress her father by boasting her merits. Her confidence, however, just served to enrage him even more.

“You had better get that notion out of your head, right now! They will never let a girl enter that competition! That’s for boys and men! Besides, you’re not earning your keep around here by sprucing up the horses! Do you understand me, girl?”

“But, Father, you know I can outride any boy anytime!”

“That’s enough!” he shouted. “There will be no riding competition for any daughter of mine, do you hear me?”

“Yes, Father.” She diverted her eyes so he wouldn’t see the tears welling up. “I hear you.”

“And if you love the horses so much, you can sleep with them in the barn until I say you can come back in the house!”

•••••

A few days later, Isaac brought home a distinguished-looking older man. His guest was smartly dressed in a dark, tailored suit, but his graying hair needed a trim as it curled along the length of his collar. He wore rimless glasses and carried several bags of books with ease. Emma viewed him as a man of the world, and she was immediately intrigued.

“Betsy! Set an extra place for dinner,” Isaac ordered. “This here’s Sam Waldron. He’s a traveling salesman … sells books. Mostly ‘Good Books’ and I thought it was time we had a new Bible in this house. Maybe the Lord will bless us with some real men ‘round here if we pray a little harder.”

Emma sat at the table that night with her head bowed, listening intently to all of the tales Mr. Waldron told about his many escapades while on the road. At first, she was afraid to make eye contact with him. Father would never approve of her fascination with a stranger, but as time passed and Waldron’s stories grew more exciting, she forgot herself and her interest became obvious as she hung on every word that their dinner guest had to say.

“… and there I was, standing in the bank, when three robbers came in with their guns drawn,” Waldron declared in excitement as any true storyteller would. “I took my deluxe ‘Good Book,’ and before the first one knew what happened, I hit him on the head with it. He fell into the second one, and he fell into the third one, and they all dropped their guns. It gave us a chance to hold them down until the sheriff got there! I guess it gives new meaning to the phrase ‘may God strike me down.’”

Everyone laughed, but Emma laughed loudest of all. “Mr. Waldron, that’s thrilling … Please, don’t stop now.”

“Tell us what happened next!” prodded Mary Jane.

“Why, the mayor was so happy he gave me a key to the city.”

“A key to the city?” Emma echoed, forgetting that Isaac was watching with his habitual glare. “I can’t believe it! To think a Bible salesman could do all that! Oh, I would love to have a job like you!”

“Now don’t go getting any more foolish ideas, Emma! You’re a girl and a stupid one at that,” Isaac chortled, making fun of her. “You could never make it in a man’s world, let alone hold a good job like Sam here. In fact, you can’t even get a proper day’s work done on the farm. All you’re good at is losing things like calves that cost me a month’s pay.”

Totally humiliated by her father’s criticism in front of this stranger, Emma excused herself and fled from the kitchen to the only place she felt safe—the barn.

Shortly after, Betsy found her daughter sobbing in the hay as the horses watched over her. Setting aside the worn blue blanket she carried, Betsy wrapped her arms around Emma and stroked her hair in an effort to comfort her. “There, there, child. It’s all right. You know your father can’t help himself.” Betsy took a comb from her pocket and unpinned Emma’s hair. It wasn’t often that she showed such tenderness due to her constant fear of Isaac, but that night Emma welcomed her mother’s soothing touch. “You really are quite lovely when you allow yourself to look like a girl, my dear.” Betsy smiled as she gently combed Emma’s long hair.

“Father doesn’t think so,” the girl wept. “Why does he have to be so mean? Sometimes, I feel that he hates me most of all!”

“That’s not true, Emma,” her mother consoled. “It’s me he really hates, not you. I was the one that failed him.”

“But how do you stand it, Mother?”

Betsy thought for a moment and then answered honestly. “I accepted my lot long ago, child, just as you will accept yours one day.”

“I could never accept a man who treats me like a slave!”

“I know it isn’t easy, but like your father always says, ‘it’s a man’s world,’ and if we’re not cooking, cleaning, or birthing babies, we women don’t have much of a place in it.”

“Then I wish I were a man!”

“Well, my dear,” her mother sighed. “I’m afraid you were born a girl, and there’s nothing to be done about that.”

“It’s not fair, Mother,” Emma insisted.

Her mother wisely chose to ignore her daughter’s words and not engage in that debate. Instead she changed the subject. “What’s not fair is you sleeping out here in the barn.”

“But I don’t mind, Mother, really I don’t. I like being with the horses. They don’t care that I’m a girl. They mind me all the same as if I were a man.”

•••••

Later that same evening, Emma was alone in the barn, gathering hay for her bed, when Mr. Waldron startled her. “Are you all right, little one?” he asked as he stepped toward her, carrying his bags of books.

“I’d be better if I were a man like you so I could leave this place and go on adventures.” Emma shrugged, hoping that he would be flattered and not scold her for such arrogant thoughts.

“What do you mean?” he demanded with a wink. “Girls can do exciting things too!” He looked down at one of his bags, thinking, and then asked, “Can you read?”

“Yes, of course I can! I’ve been reading the ‘Good Book’ since I was a wee one.”

“Then you might like this.” Waldron smiled, removing a small book bound in black leather from one of his bags. “Here.” He handed it to the girl.

“Fanny Campbell, The Female Pirate Captain: A Tale of the Revolution by Lieutenant Murray,” Emma read aloud from the title page.

“Fanny Campbell was a woman who dressed like a man and fooled everyone around her.” Mr. Waldron nodded. “I think you might like her.”

Emma looked at the book with a newfound reverence. “Did Fanny Campbell have great adventures like you?”

“Even greater!” He winked. “She was a pirate.”

“I wish I could be a pirate.”

“Emma, you can be whatever you want. There’s more to life than this little farm. You just have to make your way in the world to find it.” He put his hand in his pocket and removed a piece of cake wrapped in a handkerchief and gave it to Emma with another wink. “I noticed you didn’t finish your dinner.”

“Thank you, Mr. Waldron.” She beamed, accepting his second gift of the evening. “You are very kind, sir.”

Waldron then smiled, tipped his hat, and left the barn with his bags in tow. Emma burrowed in the hay, pulled the blue blanket over her, and next to the dim candlelight, opened her book. Besides the Bible, it was the first one she’d ever seen outside school. Fascinated, she turned the pages in between bites of cake, which for some reason, tasted better than usual. As she read, she felt as if an angel had touched her with a live coal from off the altar. All the latent energy of her nature was aroused, and each new exploit of Fanny Campbell thrilled her more than the last.

That night Emma knew her problems had been solved and that book became part of her soul. She carried it with her everywhere she went—in the fields, in the barn, even in the pigsty. Reading those words made her feel competent and up to any crisis she may encounter. For with every word she read, she felt emancipated! Like Fanny Campbell, Emma would never again be enslaved to anyone. When she got to the part where Fanny cut off her long, brown curls, donned a blue jacket, and stepped into freedom and the glorious independence of a man, Emma tossed up her old straw boater and screamed to the heavens with glee.

•••••

Knowing that Isaac was probably right when he said that a girl would never be allowed to compete in a horse race, Emma laid out a careful plan. On race day, she offered to go into town with Thomas to pick up supplies for Betsy. Carrying a list of items handwritten by her mother, she and Tom set off on Freedom. They hurriedly bought the requested articles, and while Tom minded the horse and the newly-bought goods, Emma took the pirate’s lead. She carefully pinned her hair under her work hat and disguised herself as a boy. It wasn’t too hard since she already had on her trousers and boots—like she always did on the farm.

Hoping that no one would recognize her, she approached the registration table and signed in as a competitor under the fictitious name of Franklin Thompson. She was handed a placard touting the number “16” and asked her brother to pin it on her back.

“You can do this, Emma! I know you can.” Thomas’s words of encouragement cheered her and eased the nervous pitch in her stomach.

“You mean Franklin, don’t you?” She winked as she mounted Freedom.

“Yes, of course, Franklin! Ride like the wind and I know you’ll win this race!” Thomas could hardly contain his enthusiasm. “I only wish I could be like you!”

“I’ll win for both of us,” she promised as she spurred her horse and cantered over to the starting line. There, she joined the other dozen or so men also competing for the gold watch. When the gun went off, Freedom leaped and together they catapulted forward like a ball shot from a cannon. It didn’t take long before Emma had not only passed the other riders, but gained several rods on them. As they neared the finish line, the horses’ galloping hooves thundered down the track and the smell of dust filled her lungs, but she dared not stop to think. She just pressed on until they crossed the finish line well ahead of the pack. Freedom and Emma had done it! They had beaten all of the boys and grown men at their own game. Emma had won the race, but perhaps it was Franklin Thompson that had given her the courage.

Emma’s eager brother met her at the awards stand and gave her a congratulatory hug before the gold pocket watch was awarded. It was a good thing Thomas was there because when the judges called out “Franklin Thompson” as the winner, Emma didn’t even respond. It took a nod from Thomas to make her realize that it was her they were summoning.

As Emma stepped up to proudly receive her award, she noticed a group of ruffians approaching her brother.

“Sissy boy!” one hollered.

“Sir Faint-A-Lot!” another taunted.

“Let’s see if you can fight!” The third moved closer.

Emma accepted the watch, just as one of the boys shoved Thomas to the ground. Bounding from the stage, she punched that lout square in the jaw, knocking him out cold as the other two scattered. No one was going to pick on her brother—she wouldn’t stand for it! Winning that gold watch under the guise of Franklin Thompson made her feel just like her hero, Fanny Campbell—invincible.


Chapter 3

Escaping Disaster

Under the soft radiance of a single candle, Frances and Emma laid awake in bed after a hard day on the farm. Both were clad in shabby nightshirts with their long hair draped across worn pillows. Their bare toes chafed against the coarse sheets, which were threadbare from so much washing. While Frances’s eyes were heavy with fatigue, an excited Emma read aloud the most thrilling pages from her treasured Fanny Campbell book …


“… It was now evident that there was no escape, or at least without fighting first and Fanny determined she would do so, although she had but eight men to oppose to fifty. The sea now ran so high that fortunately it rendered boarding a matter entirely out of the question. Fanny’s quick wit understood this full well and she hoped that it might possibly prove to be her safety by enabling her to fight at a distance, where her eight men could work to some advantage over the heavy gun amidships.”



“Don’t you ever get tired of reading that book?” yawned Frances.

“How could anyone ever get tired of all the excitement?” The girls may have been sisters, but sometimes Emma wondered if they were truly born of the same blood.

“Well, there’s going to be plenty of excitement around here if father finds you making eyes at James again!”

“I do like James.” Emma sighed, a little starry-eyed, but quickly voiced second thoughts. “But it doesn’t really matter. I’m afraid I’m not the marrying kind. I don’t want to end up like mother. I’d rather be free and on my own—like Fanny Campbell.”

Below them, the front door slammed with a loud bang, startling both sisters and cutting their conversation short. Isaac had just returned from the tavern and, in a drunken tirade, was screaming Emma’s name.

“Dear Lord, what have I done now?” Emma whispered as she quickly closed her book and slipped it under the bed. With each stair he climbed, the sound of Isaac’s heavy footsteps matched the rhythm of Emma’s pounding heart. When her father reached the landing, he paused for just a second. Emma held her breath. Two more footsteps and then Isaac thrust open the bedroom door with such force, the top hinge jolted out of place.

“EMMA!” he hollered. “I have finally found a way to get rid of you!” Despite his whiskey-hazed presence and his loud manner, he looked strangely happy—a smug look of satisfaction just shy of a grin smattered across his face. “I ran into old Earl Harris about an hour ago, and we had a drink. It seems he’s been real lonely since his wife died last winter, and God only knows why, but he’s got his eye on you, Emma. I told him if he wants you, he can have you and good riddance, I say … It’ll mean one less mouth to feed around here and one less impossible girl to look after!”

“But, Father!” Emma bolted up from the bed in disbelief. “Earl Harris is an old man! He has children twice my age! I can’t marry him! I won’t do it, and you can’t make me!”

Isaac slapped the girl so hard she fell back on her pillow. “I won’t have a daughter of mine dictating to me! You can and will do as I say! I am the man around here, and I give the orders—not you! Besides, Earl has promised me some livestock in return for your hand—it will make up for that calf you let drown.”

Alarmed at all the furor, Betsy appeared in the doorway, nervously wiping her hands on her dingy linen apron. Before she even had a chance to speak, Isaac shoved her out of his way, knocking her hard against the wall as he stormed from the room, leaving only fumes of whiskey trailing behind him. Betsy slid to the floor, momentarily dazed.

“Mother, are you all right?” screamed Emma as she rushed to Betsy’s side with Frances close behind. “Please get up. Say something, Mother!” As Betsy slowly came to her senses, Isaac’s words took hold of Emma’s soul, replacing her shock with a mix of horror and revulsion. As she knelt over her mother, a chill so severe spread throughout Emma’s body that she was convinced her heart would freeze and soon fail to beat. Right then, however, she would have welcomed an untimely death. What did it matter? She was only fifteen and her own father had sold her off to a hideous old man for a few head of livestock.

•••••

Enlisting Thomas’s help the very next day, a desperate Emma sent her brother to the Vezey farm with a message for James. Thomas found James in the fields tending to his potato crop and explained that Emma needed him. James must come to the Edmondson barn after dark—it was a matter of life or death. When Thomas returned home, assuring Emma that James would meet her, she felt hopeful for the first time since learning of her father’s heartless pact. Nevertheless, the daylight hours dragged on as she routinely performed her chores, all the while imagining what she would say to James. If he loved her as she thought he did, he would know how to fix this disastrous situation. He had to help her. She had no one else to turn to.

That night, Emma got ready for bed. Dressed in her nightshirt and with her hair undone, she sneaked out of the house and into the barn. She paced in front of the horses hoping that she looked somewhat attractive despite her bare feet and clammy hands. As the darkness deepened around her, she waited, not daring to light even one candle lest Isaac see its glow. Maybe James had changed his mind. Maybe he didn’t really care for her after all. Maybe she should go back to the house before her father noticed she wasn’t there.

A shuffling noise interrupted her scattered thoughts, and for a moment, she feared her father had discovered her, but to her relief, it was James who emerged from the shadows of the barnyard, not Isaac. Although Emma could barely see his handsome face, she instinctively rushed into his arms and kissed him, catching them both by surprise. James recovered first and held Emma at arm’s length. The scared look on her face and the urgency of Thomas’s words caused him great concern.

“What’s happened, Emma? Thomas said it was a matter of life or death.”

“It is, James. My whole future is in jeopardy, and I need your help.”

“What’s wrong? Have you gotten yourself in some sort of trouble?”

“It’s Father that’s caused all the trouble! He says I have to marry that awful old man, Earl Harris!”

“But he can’t do that!”

“He already has! He’s bartered me off for three head of cattle and two fat sows!” The words spewed from inside her, and once they started, she couldn’t stop them. “You have to help me, James. Please! I just can’t let that disgusting man touch me! We have to run away. Tonight! We can leave and start a new life far away from here … far away from Father and that dreadful man and—”

“But it’s not that simple, Emma,” James interrupted her. “I … I have obligations here.”

Suddenly silenced, Emma took a step back, bristling over what she perceived as his rejection.

“I have to think about my mother,” he tried to explain. “She’s been sick ever since Father died. You have to understand, Emma, she has no one but me, and I can’t just leave her alone on the farm. She’d never manage by herself.”

“No … of course not,” Emma mumbled realizing how desperate she must have sounded and, at the same time, regretting her decision to even ask James for help. What made her think that James would ever choose a life with her? There was no sense in begging him to change his mind, and if she couldn’t save anything else, at least she could salvage her dignity. “You must go home to your mother, James. I’m sorry I bothered you.”

“But, Emma …” He stepped closer and tried to touch her, but she moved out of reach.

“Just go home to your mother,” she repeated. “Earl Harris is my problem … not yours. I will deal with this myself.”

As Emma watched James leave the barn, Mr. Waldron’s words came back to her: “Emma, you can be whatever you want. There’s more to life than this little farm. You just have to make your way in the world to find it.”

Emma finally understood—no one, especially a man, could ever save her from life’s adversities. As Mr. Waldron had told her, only she could free herself.

•••••

The normally shabby farmhouse was bedecked for a wedding—gaily colored flowers filled mismatched vases while white streamers dangled from the ceiling. Betsy had even washed the old flowered curtains, which now looked as if they anticipated happier times. Emma, in her simple, white wedding gown minus the buttons, sat in the kitchen as her mother pinned partially sewn dresses on her sisters. While she waited for her turn at Betsy’s skilled hand, she lost herself in Fanny’s book. Maybe, if she read it enough times, she might magically find the answer to her freedom.

A knock at the door intruded on Emma’s reading. With an air of nervous excitement, Betsy greeted a tall, well-dressed woman named Annie Moffitt—her best friend from Ireland. As young, single girls, they had sailed to North America together with Annie’s family in the hopes of making new lives for themselves in Canada. Although, they were no longer close geographically, they had remained friends by writing letters to keep up with each other’s good fortune—or in Betsy’s case, misfortune. Nonetheless, Betsy glowed as she welcomed her long-time friend. “Girls … you remember Annie Moffitt? She owns a hat shop over in Salisbury.”

Frances and Mary Jane both welcomed Annie, who stood in the doorway holding an elegant white hatbox. Emma, however, was so depressed she couldn’t summon enough motivation to join in.

“Emma, aren’t you going to thank Annie for being here?” Betsy gently admonished the girl. “She came all the way from Salisbury just for you.”

“Hello, Annie,” Emma reluctantly obliged without getting up from her chair. “I’m sorry you came so far to witness what my father calls a ‘bargain deal.’”

“Maybe this will make you feel better.” Annie stepped closer and offered Emma the white hatbox. Unlike Betsy, her voice still held a hint of Irish brogue. “I made it just for you, dear. Every bride should have something special to hand down to her own daughter someday … a family heirloom, as they say.”

Hesitant at first, Emma accepted the box and opened it to find an elegant, diaphanous veil trimmed with the most delicate of lace. As her sisters “ooohed”and “ahhed” over the way it shimmered in the light, Emma burst into tears, dropping the headpiece as if it had bitten her.

“Why can’t anyone see that I don’t want to get married? Father is making me do this! To him, I’m just collateral no better than the cows and the pigs!” Emma rushed from the room unable to bear the sight of any further trimmings or talk of weddings.

•••••

That night the Edmondsons, along with Annie and Earl, sat around the table at what was supposed to be a pre-bridal dinner. For Emma, however, this meal marked the eve of her life’s end—much like the last supper from the Bible, she thought. Tomorrow’s wedding, like the crucifiction would be payment for her sins. As she studied the old, wrinkled man who sat across from her, she realized with immense apprehension and contempt that he was cut from the exact same cloth as Isaac Edmondson. They both lacked in kindness what they shared in selfishness. They both disdained education, especially for women, and they cared more for their whiskey than their own household. It was as if her father would still have control even after she left. The only differences between the two men were that Harris was older, had fewer teeth, and smelled like liquor all day long instead of just late at night after the local tavern had closed. Trying to shut out all thoughts of the next day’s nuptials, Emma’s mind drifted to the high seas, imagining what life might have been like if only she were born a man.

“I’m so happy you’re here, Annie,” prattled Betsy. “It’s been so long since we’ve talked. Letters just aren’t the same as a good visit.”

“I know.” Annie nodded. “I’ve made lots of friends in Salisbury, but none like you, dear Betsy. We said good-bye to the Emerald Isle together and sailed the sea for days and days with only our wits to keep us from harm. In my heart, we’re sisters and like sisters, we take care of each other and our children.”

Betsy, moved by her friend’s words, squeezed Annie’s hand in reply as if they shared a secret—something that may have bonded them as children back in their homeland, Emma mistakenly thought. She tried to imagine her mother’s early years, but she just couldn’t picture Betsy as a carefree, young girl. She’d only known the beaten-down woman who now sat before her.

“I could never repay your kindness in coming all this way, Annie, and bringing such a fine gift for my Emma.” Betsy sounded almost too sincere.

“I have no daughter of my own to spoil.” Annie winked at Emma. “So your daughter will have to do!”

“Enough chattering,” Isaac pushed his chair from the table. “I think it’s high time we men make some merriment of our own. What do you say, Earl? Shall we take this celebration to town?”

“As long as we don’t stay out too late.” The old man chucked a lecherous laugh with a knowing wink toward Isaac. “I’m not as young as I once was, and I have a wedding night to prepare for. I wouldn’t want to disappoint my new bride and fall asleep before she lets her hair down.”

Emma’s skin crawled and her stomach lurched. The thought of Earl Harris merely kissing her made her insides quake, let alone the idea of fulfilling her wifely duties. Emma took several deep breaths as a fit of nausea swelled inside her.

When the two men stood to leave, Thomas, who hadn’t said a word all evening, timidly spoke. “Can I come with you, Father?”

“Drinking is for men, Tom,” growled Isaac. “I’ll not be wasting money on a boy who can’t pull his own weight around here.” Disappointed, Tom sunk back into his chair as he watched his father don his hat and walk out of the door with Earl Harris.

Once the men were gone, Annie and Betsy exchanged anxious looks. “Tom, girls, I need you to take the wedding decorations over to the church,” directed Betsy. As Emma stood to help them, her mother stopped her. “No, Emma, you stay here. We need to talk about tomorrow and what you may expect as a new wife.” Then she turned to the others, shooing them on their way. “Now hurry along before the church is locked up for the night.”
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