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Praise for The Stockwell Letters





“In 1854, Boston’s most prominent men fought to make positive change, but it was the women standing quietly behind them who came together across lines of race and class to achieve the goals their husbands could not. In this powerful story of hope, dedication, and perseverance, Jackie Friedland takes an unflinching look at the devastating era of American history prior to the Civil War. This is a novel that you won’t want to miss.”


—KATHLEEN GRISSOM, New York Times best-selling author of The Kitchen House and Glory Over Everything


“Jacqueline Friedland is a gifted writer with an incredible ability to tell a gripping, page-turning story in any genre . . . Friedland’s impeccable research and compelling characters immersed me in the period . . . Even if you don’t usually gravitate towards historical fiction, this one will have you hooked from the outset. It’s just that good!”


—SAMANTHA GREENE WOODRUFF, best-selling author of The Lobotomist’s Wife


“Evocative period detail abounds in Friedland’s work; characters are pulled directly from history.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“A riveting portrait of the women who risked everything to help usher slaves to freedom, Jacqueline Friedland’s latest is told with a tender heart. Thanks to a cast of captivating characters, colorful period details and an ending that will have you cheering, the book will stay with you long after you finish. The Stockwell Letters is book club fiction at its best.”


—BROOKE FOSTER, award-winning journalist and author of On Gin Lane


“The Stockwell Letters is an immersive work of fiction that plunges readers into one of the most fraught and urgent decades of American history. With assiduous research and a cast of complex and finely rendered characters, Friedland delivers a powerful literary punch. Showing both the best and the worst of human nature, Friedland’s writing prompts every reader to ask: How can I stand up for what is right?”


—ALLISON PATAKI, author of The Magnificent Lives of Marjorie Post


“Impressively researched, seamlessly written and deeply felt, The Stockwell Letters brings the abolitionist movement fully and completely to life. Friedland is an expert at showing us the motivations behind the actions; this is historical fiction at its very best.”


—KITTY ZELDIS, author of The Dressmakers of Prospect Heights





For He Gets That From Me




≠ 2022 USA Today Best Seller


≠ A 2021 Kirkus Reviews’ Best Indie Book of the Year


≠ 2021 Reader’s Favorite: Gold Medal, Fiction


≠ SheReads 2021 Book Awards: Best Book Club Pick


“It is hard to imagine a better novel for a book club discussion . . . A thoughtful and gripping family tale that will haunt readers long after finishing it.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS, STARRED


“. . . a touching and provocative novel about the collisions of the emotional and legal meanings of family.”


—FOREWORD REVIEWS


“Friedland spins a web of intrigue, questioning the truest expression of parenthood. Fans of Nicola Marsh, Tana French, and Hannah Mary McKinnon will race through this thrilling exploration of nature versus nurture and the sacrifices needed to keep loved ones together.”


—BOOKLIST


“A heartfelt exploration of what it means to be a family, He Gets That From Me is a fascinating story of strength, humanity, love, and perseverance. This is one you won’t stop thinking about.”


—ALLISON WINN SCOTCH, best-selling author of Cleo McDougal Regrets Nothing


“Jacqueline Friedland creates a host of complex characters in this nuanced, compelling exploration of what it really means to be a family, and why we should maybe think twice before heading to ancestry.com.


—LAURA HANKIN, New York Times best-selling author of The DayDreams, Happy & You Know It and A Special Place for Women


“A piercing, mesmerizing look into the fragility and resiliency of the human experience . . . a bold page-turner that will leave you breathless with anticipation. With He Gets That From Me, Friedland invites you to ask yourself the questions you didn’t even know you needed to answer—about family, forgiveness, sacrifice, and love. An absolute home run.”


—AMY IMPELLIZZERI, award-winning author of Lemongrass Hope and I Know How This Ends


“Compulsively readable and ferociously insightful . . . He Gets That From Me cuts to the core of what it means to be family. An unforgettable book of our times.”


—JAMIE BRENNER, author of The Forever Summer and Blush


“He Gets That from Me is a potent reminder that we can’t always choose what life hands us—but we can decide whether to rise to the occasion when faced with seemingly impossible choices. With expert plotting and unwavering empathy toward her characters, Jacqueline Friedland has written a novel as unexpected as it is riveting. I read it in a single sitting.”


—CAMILLE PAGÁN, best-selling author of This Won’t End Well


“He Gets That from Me takes on timeless questions about parenthood and our presumptions about birth, biology, and family. Describing a modern-day arrangement between two dads and a surrogate, the story opens our eyes to the many ways a family can be created while also telling a suspenseful narrative full of unexpected thrills that keep the reader wanting more. A moving story throughout, it ends with a twist that will leave you thinking about the book long after you’ve finished reading it.”


—MELISSA BRISMAN, ESQ., reproductive attorney


“Friedland has written characters who are so compelling and so lovable, and then she put them in the middle of such a suspenseful, entirely believable story of what can happen when modern-day technology complicates the most basic relationships between parents and a child. My heart was pounding as I read, far into the night. It’s a must-read.”


—MADDIE DAWSON, best-selling author of Matchmaking for Beginners






For That’s Not a Thing





≠ 2020 Readers’ Favorite Book Awards: Gold Medal in Fiction—New Adult


≠ 2020 Readers’ Favorite Book Awards: Wind Dancer Films Winner


≠ 2020 Next Generation Indie Book Awards Winner in Romance (Fiction)


“Exploring the messy concept of closure, this is a charmingly witty novel that fans of Emily Belden’s Hot Mess (2019) and J. Ryan Stradal’s The Lager Queen of Minnesota (2019) will eat up.”


—BOOKLIST


“In That’s Not a Thing, Friedland has created a delightful and generous novel about the type of love that never leaves us and the people we hope to become in the aftermath.”


—LAURA DAVE, New York Times and international best-selling author of The Last Thing He Told Me, Eight Hundred Grapes and more


“An open-hearted lawyer is forced to choose between her fiance and her dying ex in Friedland’s novel about love and forgiveness . . . A complex and compelling romance . . .”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“This tender, introspective romance from Friedland hangs on the difficult choice between new and old lovers . . . Fans of sensitively handled love triangles should snap this one up.”


—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY


“Fun, flirty and fabulous . . . I devoured this read!”


—STEPHANIE EVANOVICH, New York Times best-selling author of Big Girl Panties and The Sweet Spot


“In life’s journey, there are many types of love we encounter along the way—first love, rebound love, the one-who-got-away love, ‘B’sherit’ (soulmate) love, and conflict love (the one in your bed, the one in your head) . . . Friedland, with her fabulous descriptions and compelling characters, presents a little bit of everything in this emotionally-gripping tale that examines love, loss, loyalty, what ifs, what is, and ultimately, forgiveness. Protagonist Meredith Altman is my kinda girl—complicated, inspiring, and richly-drawn. That’s Not a Thing has the unputdownable Jojo Moyes ‘It Factor’ that keeps those pages turning and burning bright . . . long after lights-out.”


—LISA BARR, award-winning author of The Unbreakables


“Friedland’s That’s Not a Thing is an unputdownable tale of old love meets new. Heartrending and evocative, this beautifully woven story captures the deep-seated emotions we carry—those of guilt, forgiveness, and what it means to be there for those we love. Friedland›s sharp writing and emotional depth will leave you turning the pages, ending with a satisfying, albeit bittersweet conclusion.”


—ROCHELLE WEINSTEIN, USA Today best-selling author of This Is Not How It Ends


“Jacqueline Friedland is at the top of her game with this wholly engrossing page-turner about the complexities of love, loss, and loyalty. With richly drawn characters and a gripping plot, That’s Not a Thing is undoubtedly THE thing to pack in your beach bag or pick for your book club. Friedland has done it again—another must-read!”


—AMY BLUMENFELD, award-winning author of The Cast


“Fans of Jojo Moyes and Karma Brown will simply love Jacqueline Friedland’s romantic, poignant novel, That’s Not A Thing. In this dramatic and insightful story, Friedland explores tragedy, true love, and life’s many ‘what ifs’.”


—AMY POEPPEL, author of Limelight and Small Admissions
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ANN






Boston, 1836


Six months after I met Wendell, I began to feel ill. At first there were only small signs. My appetite was less robust, and my limbs sometimes ached. I hardly paid mind to the symptoms, as I suffered no cough, no fever, no signs suggestive of a virus. But as the weeks wore on, the ailments progressed, refusing to be ignored.


There were days that spring when I couldn’t leave my bed, the headaches throbbing so ferociously that even a sliver of sunshine caused pain behind my eyes. I felt myself a fool, knowing I exhibited no outward signs of illness. Yet, I was so overwhelmingly fatigued that I was forced to cancel many dates with Wendell, as well as several engagements with the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society.


One Tuesday morning, Aunt Maria came to my chamber. As I opened my eyes and beheld the tray full of breakfast items in her hand, my vision began to blur. Maria’s blonde hair seemed suddenly foggy, impossible to separate from the fair skin of her face. I was hit with a wave of nausea so acute that my eyes began to tear.


“I cannot,” I managed to utter, as a force inside my forehead continued pushing outward, causing indescribable pain.


My aunt placed the tray on the bedside table, and then her soft hand was upon my forehead to take my measure. “Still cool to the touch. Perhaps a compress anyway,” she said and then scurried from the room.


I must have fallen asleep then because when I awoke next, I found our family physician, the balding Doctor Henwick, speaking to Aunt Maria at my bedside.


“If she’s not improved in two days’ time,” he was saying, “we will try leeching.”


The mention of leeches caused my stomach to turn again, but I could hardly find the energy to say so.


“Try and get her to take some broth,” he directed, and I managed to emit a moan in protest.


“Oh, darling,” Maria said, rushing to my side. She took my hand in her own, but the contact was not a comfort. Her skin, which I knew to be smooth, felt like sand rubbing a wound. I prayed the doctor might find a way to help me, but I couldn’t summon the words to tell him as much.


Shortly after Dr. Henwick left, I drifted off again and next awoke to the sound of Uncle Henry’s voice floating up from the entryway.


“She’s not been out from her bed in days, so a visitor would surely be unwise. The doctor has advised that she must rest as much as possible.”


The voice that answered sent a small jolt through me.


“You’ll let her know I called?”


It was Wendell, back from his travels. I longed to call out to him, but I could not so much as lift my head.


They exchanged additional words, too quiet for me to make out. I hoped I might feel well enough later to at least send him a note. I began to consider what I might say, but my thoughts were too muddy, the heat inside my head too thick.


OVER THE NEXT SEVERAL DAYS, there were moments when I awoke and felt perhaps I had improved only to discover, a short while later, that there were new ways to feel wretched. I could hear Aunt Maria and Uncle Henry arguing with increasing frequency outside my bedchamber, debating various aspects of my treatment, which doctor to call, whether I should try eating peaches again, or only grains.


“She cannot continue like this,” Aunt Maria said late one evening after I had been abed nearly two months. “I’m beginning to fear the worst.”


“You mustn’t give up hope,” Uncle Henry answered. “Think of Mary and Benjamin,” he said, mentioning my deceased parents. “We cannot fail them. We cannot fail Ann.”


I wanted to tell my uncle not to fret, that I knew the efforts to which they had already gone. Aunt Maria spoke the words that were in my thoughts.


“We’ve tried everything already, and nothing is having an ameliorative effect.”


I heard a sob escape her then, and I was sorry to have caused my aunt such sadness. Perhaps it would be best if I sought to hasten my exit from this world instead, to join my parents wherever their souls had gone years earlier. Sadly, I had not the energy even for that.


And so the days passed, until I opened my eyes one afternoon to find Wendell beside me. He had clearly been sitting in the wooden chair for some time, as his head was in his hands, and he was thoroughly absorbed in sobbing.


I tried to push his name from my lips, but I could force out only an unintelligible sound. “Gra,” was what I said instead.


“Ann!” Wendell looked up, his blue eyes pink and swollen.


Though it was wildly inappropriate for him to behold me in my dressing gown, I had neither the stamina nor the desire to protest, as I was delighted to lay eyes on him for the first time in so many weeks. I would have liked to smooth a hand over my hair, the brown tresses surely a tangled mess, but I reminded myself that with my dismal prognosis, it was beyond relevance in any case.


“My dear sweet Ann,” he said in a near whisper as he reached for my hand.


Even in his sadness, he seemed to be brimming with energy and life. With his broad shoulders and vibrant complexion, he hardly belonged in my dark and musty sick room. As if he, too, understood that his usual vigor was unsuited for this visit, he seemed to make efforts to contain himself.


Inhaling a deep breath, he looked down at our joined hands, running one finger gently across the spot where our fingers met.


The tender gesture caused me a new pain, a shattering of my anguished heart. I’d come so close to having my own family again—and what a life I could have had with this man. To have lost it before it even began, it was almost too much to bear.


“Marry me, Ann,” he said. He leaned closer, his light eyes focused on my own darker ones as he gently squeezed my fingers.


To my surprise, I found the strength to answer in cogent words, and I refused. “I’m dying.”


“No!” Wendell argued, outraged. “You must get better. You will! And you will marry me!”


Oh, Wendell, I thought then. Such an idealist. The sign of a true aristocrat, ever an optimist and so sure that any problem could be solved if only one found the will. When I didn’t answer, he persisted.


“Just say yes, and I will take care of the rest.”


Even as my head pounded and my chest ached, I was utterly besotted by the golden-haired man beside me. I thought of all the reasons I should send him away and all the ways in which I did not deserve him.


“I will not yield,” he whispered, as though he had heard my thoughts. “Please, just ‘yes.’”


What could I do but nod?


I managed to keep awake for the remainder of Wendell’s visit, though my eyelids grew heavier by the minute. After he departed, Aunt Maria’s older sister, Caroline, appeared at my bedroom door. She entered and took a cloth from a stack on my bedside table, moving with it toward the basin.


“He nearly forced his way in,” she told me as I closed my eyes. “Your uncle Henry turned him away so many times, but he’d not be deterred any longer. His love for you seems to grow only stronger.”


She placed the cloth on my forehead, and I tried not to weep for what I would not have, sure as I was that death was coming to rob me of the life I dreamed.












ANTHONY






Richmond, February 1854


The lamplighter had long since fired up the streetlights by the time Anthony made his way back along 13th Street toward Millspaugh’s Apothecary. It was well after the close of business, so he had to rap solid against the glass with his knuckles to be let in. His skin was cut and rubbed from the day hauling coal and guano down at the docks, but he was upbeat anyhow, fixing to show Master Millspaugh the $25 he had in his pocket. The wages he’d collected over the past fortnight were sure to be more than the man was expecting. It was money enough to prove that the arrangement they’d settled on was for the best. The apothecary had made a mistake leasing Anthony from Master Charles for the year when he didn’t have near enough customers to keep an extra worker busy. But now the druggist’s error had Anthony getting two weeks at a time to be in charge of his own time.


Master Millspaugh took his fair time getting to the door while Anthony waited out there in the cold. He was rubbing his hands up and down his arms and jiggling himself about when the door finally swung open.


“You didn’t hurry back,” the old man grumbled as he turned round and walked deeper into the store, expecting Anthony to follow behind him toward the back room. The shop had been closed near two hours, but the room was still rich with smells of lavender, coriander, camphor, and the other items Master Millspaugh would have been measuring out during the day. Anthony still hadn’t worked out why the man hired him when he was so intent on doing everything round there himself. Anthony supposed Master Millspaugh wondered the very same and that was why he’d begun to let Anthony find other work on his own, so long as he brought back the wages he earned outside.


And there was work enough for a strong man like Anthony down at the docks. Not every day mind, but plenty of ships came and went needing their cargo cleared out. He liked to think that it was his preaching experience that made him a favorite hire among those sailors, that he had a way of making folks feel peaceful in his company. Going on and off all those ships in the harbor allowed him plenty of opportunity to talk with Northern sailors. So many of those men had a mind to tell him what was what up North.


“The wages,” Anthony said, as he fished deep in his pocket to remove the bills he’d collected over the past fourteen days.


Master Millspaugh let out a low whistle as he reached for the money and started counting. Anthony kept his gaze on the lozenges topping the dispensary bench, giving the druggist something akin to privacy while he tallied the bills. Millspaugh counted it once and then started over again. When he finished the second time, he pocketed the money in the apron he was still wearing from the day.


“Twenty-five dollars,” he said, and then the wrinkles on his forehead folded deeper. “I don’t know about this, Anthony,” he said. “Twenty-five dollars is an awful big sum for a Negro to be carrying around on his own.”


“Yes, sir. Just like we agreed,” Anthony answered, feeling proud that he’d managed to do what his employer maybe thought he couldn’t. Weeks back, Master Millspaugh had noticed Anthony dividing tablets into equal groups to tally and realized the enslaved man he rented had a knack for numbers. After that, the druggist changed the rules between them. It used to be that Millspaugh wanted an accounting every night, even on days when no ships came in needing stevedores and there were no wages for Anthony to surrender. With Anthony’s ability to figure, Master Millspaugh decided on a new plan. Anthony would get two weeks to collect wages however he saw fit, provided he handed over all money earned by the fourteenth day. Anthony had promised Master Millspaugh wages of $125 in total before the year was out. Anything above that, they agreed, would be Anthony’s to keep.


“Someone might try to steal that kind of money off you,” Master Millspaugh said, as though Anthony might be fool enough to let on about what was hidden in his own pockets. Anthony knew perfectly well that what they’d arranged wasn’t legal. The druggist had rented Anthony for one full year from Master Charles Suttle, the man to whom Anthony belonged as property. Outside of Master Millspaugh’s settlement with Master Charles, Anthony wasn’t supposed to be finding his own jobs. He would surely do his part to keep secret his arrangement with the apothecary. Especially since an agreement allowing him to disappear for up to two weeks at a time could come to mean an awful lot.


Master Millspaugh kept looking from the paper bills back to Anthony, pursing his pale lips like he was sucking a rancid peanut. “Or someone might question how you came upon it. Twenty-five dollars,” he said again, shaking his head as though he couldn’t believe the size of it. “Best we switch back to daily pay-ups,” Millspaugh said. “And I’ll be expecting that $125 as fast as possible. Five, six months.”


“But Master Millspaugh, sir,” Anthony said, “I did everything you asked.” Except now he understood his mistake in showing up with the large sum.


“Well now I’m asking something different, aren’t I?” the apothecary said, as his cheeks started to redden. Anthony had worked with men like Master Millspaugh before, men who were more greedy than mean.


“But sir, you know there’s days I collect nothing. I mightn’t make twenty-five again anyway.”


“I’ll expect you tomorrow night for another accounting,” he said, ending the discussion. “Goodnight, Anthony.”


Anthony shook his head as he walked toward the narrow staircase at the back of the storeroom. He heard the front door open and close again as Millspaugh left for his own quarters, next door to the shop.


The fumes of Anthony’s anger had him thinking cluttered thoughts. He’d been sure that their arrangement would allow him time to figure out his escape. At long last, he’d been well on his way, collecting money and the right kind of friends. He stepped into the small room he shared with Jeremiah, Master Millspaugh’s houseboy. Jeremiah wasn’t back from his day’s work, and Anthony took advantage of the quiet to sit himself down on his pallet and think.


He knew why he was still in Richmond, why he hadn’t left already. It had been about six years now since he got his hand hurt at the mill in Culpepper. All this time later, and he still had a piece of bone as big as a chicken foot jutting out from the wound at his wrist. Except now, that bone was dried up yellow and decayed. The day the accident happened at the Foote mill, that was when Anthony knew for sure that, someday, he would run. He was grown enough to understand, even then, that he couldn’t spend his whole life captive to people like Master Foote, a man who would set a boy’s hand in a sawmill just to teach him a lesson.


After he finished out his year with the Foote family and went back to Master Charles, he was finally allowed to get baptized, like he’d long been asking, maybe because Master Charles felt sorry about what’d happened to his hand. After that time, when Anthony had begun preaching to Black folk over there at Union Church in Falmouth, he began to worry that running North and stealing himself from Master Charles might be a sin. But once he came to Richmond and got to know Miss Colette, she lent him her copy of the Good Book. Even with some of its words being difficult, he knew what he was reading. There wasn’t anything in those pages saying that Negroes were meant to be in bondage. He saw that of all the nations on Earth, God made them of one blood. Master Charles couldn’t claim him as chattel under God’s law any more than Anthony could claim Master Charles as his own property.


No, it wasn’t fair to say it was religion tethering Anthony to Richmond anymore. But much as he wanted more time in Richmond near Miss Colette, they both knew when a thing was impossible. He had never so much as touched her hand, lest they both be damned. He knew better than to imagine a white woman for his own. Much as he pined for Miss Colette, he pined for freedom more. It was time now to take the opportunities for flight that might not come again to a man like him.


With Master Millspaugh demanding to see him nightly again, he’d now lost the advantage of being able to remain asunder fourteen days at a time. But he reckoned he could use the night’s argument in his favor. If he failed to show up for an accounting during the first two-week period since their dispute, the druggist would figure he was still smarting about the changed terms and probably wouldn’t start searching for him straight away. After that, all opportunity would be lost. He had no time to waste.


ON THE SECOND DAY AFTER THE QUARREL with Master Millspaugh, Anthony rose an hour before daylight and pulled from beneath himself a small bundle. The evening before, he had dressed in four layers of clothing and stowed what belongings he reckoned he could carry in his sack. He didn’t have much. Just the hawk his father carved, a couple of potatoes, some coins, and an ointment the druggist gave him for when his wrist got to aching. He’d done all this preparing before Jeremiah returned from the Millspaugh kitchen. Jeremiah was a sly boy, and Anthony was in danger of betrayal if the child caught on.


He climbed quickly from his pallet, moving as quiet as his limbs could do. It wasn’t just Jeremiah’s ears he had to heed then, but Master Millspaugh’s too. The druggist’s home was accessed through an entrance beside the apothecary, and the man’s sleeping quarters were near directly below the room Jeremiah and Anthony shared. Anthony was choosy with his steps as he crept down the narrow stairwell, feeling along the wall for guidance in the dark, taking care to prevent creaking. All the while, he worried about being caught.


When he finally reached bottom, he made his way to the window he’d unlatched the day before. He planned to climb from an open pane rather than risk the bell jingling at the door. He pushed at the glass, begging it to move silently, and then poked his head out just a crack, making certain nobody was about. The sky outside was still so dark, it felt a stretch to call it morning yet. Gas lamps burned all along the street, lighting shops across the way, and the air felt icy crisp, the way Miss Colette’s maid, Adelia, liked to call cold-smoky. His eyes didn’t find a single soul outside, save for a tabby crossing the cobblestones toward Grace Street. After offering up a swift prayer inside his own head, begging for Jesus to keep him safe, he hopped out and took off running.


He shotgunned himself to the east, keeping close to the shadows and the alleyways. The only sounds he heard were his feet pounding against stone and the huffing of his own breath. He had but one mile to travel before he would reach back to the same wharf he’d left the evening before—only one mile to cross until he’d be a full rung closer to freedom. Pushing himself through the February wind, his eyes teared up and stung with cold, but he kept putting the one foot in front of the other, following the route he knew, trying to keep himself away from the lamplight that littered every street. He just kept moving, as fast as his legs could carry him, stopping for nothing in his rush to reach the ship.


He was making good haste, but then, just as he rounded the corner toward 12th Street, he caught movement down the other end. He froze and backed himself against a wall. A figure, not more than a shadow, seemed to move toward him. He was scarcely breathing as he waited, trying to disappear into the bricks that were scraping up against him. As he watched, the figure became a man, a large white fellow in a dark coat and hat. The man fiddled with the door of a storefront, turning a key this way and that, struggling with the lock. Anthony noticed a barrel beside himself and crouched behind it. The fellow finally opened the door, but then he stopped and turned, like he could sense someone down the way. Anthony’s breath caught in his chest as he made himself a statue. He couldn’t be found. Not when he was so close. He called back on Jesus as he watched the man step out into the street.


The man passed in front of a light, and Anthony recognized him as the German baker. The fellow would surely know Anthony as Millspaugh’s boy. Anthony wondered what he would do when the baker reached him, whether to fight or run, or simply accept that all hope was lost. But then the man bent low and retrieved a small package from the street, maybe something he’d dropped on his way. He turned back to the shop, leaving Anthony alone with just his thumping heart and the profoundest relief.


Once the door closed behind the baker, Anthony was back on his way, not sparing a second. He had only to hustle a couple more blocks, until, finally, he was at the dock, his neck slick with sweat. He found his sailor friend, Hayti, standing in the shadows and tapping his foot just where he’d promised, at the mouth of a clipper called the Mary Will. Before Anthony could speak even a word, the young man was shuffling him aboard. There were so many different sounds along the dock then, the lapping of the water against the jetties, the groaning and rasping of heavy ships anchored down, but as Anthony looked over his shoulder again and again, all he could hear was the clatter of his own fear.


He followed Hayti across the ship’s foredeck, the two of them weaving around crates that were almost too hard to see beneath the moonless sky. Finally, they reached a stairwell toward the stern of the vessel, leading down to the cargo area where a space had been readied. Hayti shepherded Anthony deep into the hull, stopping only when they reached an open container. Anthony could smell salt, sweat, and something else pungent too, like fertilizer.


“Here,” Hayti whispered, motioning to where Anthony should climb inside. It was a wooden carton, hardly large enough to contain a bushel of hay, much less a man standing six feet tall, but it was just as Anthony had already been told. He clambered inside, turning on his side to find a better fit, and placing his small sack atop his bent legs as he waited for Hayti to close him in. Feeling the tightness of the space, Anthony consoled himself with the knowledge that it would only be ten days’ time, maybe fourteen if the journey ran long, before he’d be on free soil. As Hayti pulled the top across the crate, there was a sudden loud cry from above, almost a wail, and Anthony startled—


“Only the sails coming about,” Hayti whispered. “Hush.”


Anthony lowered himself down again, wondering how it was that his heart hadn’t beaten itself clean out of his chest by then. He knew full well what happened to men like him if they tried escape and failed. Hayti made quick work of sealing the crate, and then he was gone. He’d promised to return with bread and water when he could. Anthony breathed in the cold musty air, questioning his choices, praying to God, and knowing that in that moment, he was as alone as he’d ever been.












COLETTE






Richmond, July 1852


The house in Richmond surrounded me like a perfect prison. With its gleaming white facade fronting South Fifth Street, and a grand entrance flanked by two Ionic columns, only a fool would have dismissed the power of a home such as the Randolph residence.


Inside the front hall, visitors would find a curved staircase and the long lingering scent of tobacco, pungent and unapologetic. A walk to the back of the house would reveal a dramatic portico, and not far beyond it, an entirely separate two-story structure that managed to hold both the kitchen and carriage house without obscuring views of the James River.


My esteemed husband told people he had the structure built as a wedding gift for me. As I was but fifteen years old when Elton, aged fifty then, chose me for a bride and negotiated with my father, there was ample time for design and construction before I reached truly marriageable age. The home, which continued to delight my husband, was conspicuous even in a residential area as lavish as ours.


Without children, my days as Mrs. Randolph dragged along. I found myself staring with increasing frequency toward the windows and the streets outside, where other Richmonders might have been engaged in endeavors more useful than my own.


“Mistress, the pink now.”


Adelia thrust a spool of thread toward me, alerting me that I had almost blighted the floral edging on the handkerchief I was embroidering. It was meant as a gift for my sister, Fay, on her seventeenth birthday. I had been working too long with the green, forgetting the order of the pattern in my reverie.


“Thank you, Delly. You’ve saved the day now, haven’t you?” I took the spool and tried to offer a true smile. Adelia, with her long slender arms and freckled nose, had been with me since I was a child, as a playmate before she progressed to lady’s maid. My father had gifted her to me upon my marriage, and she was the only part of home I had with me still.


“Come now, Mistress,” she told me in a tone that was at once supportive and remonstrative. “It’s not but three days more until your visit with Miss Fay. And you’ll be bringing her what will surely become her favorite new ’kerchief.”


Despite the smile Adelia forced onto her own face, showcasing the large gap between her middle teeth, I could not find the strength to emulate her. Bonne chance, I was saved from disappointing her with my continued melancholy by the entrance of Tandey, the houseboy.


“If you’ll be excusing me, please, Mistress,” he said while glancing over his shoulder toward the front of the house. “There’s a gentleman here to see you. And he brought a lady.”


Adelia and I shared a look, as daytime callers were unexpected.


“Well, thank you, Tandey,” I said as I rose and smoothed the tiered flounces of my silk skirt, which had grown rumpled after the full morning of sitting with my needlework. “What did they say their names were?”


“A Mister John Black and Mary . . .” He trailed off and looked skyward, attempting to recall the woman’s surname before looking back at me with trepidation.


I didn’t try to hide my annoyance, sighing loudly even as I told him, “It’s fine, Tandey. Just show them in.” Never mind what I tried, that boy seemed just not to train. My husband was generally preoccupied when he returned from the factory in Shockoe Bottom, enough so that he hadn’t yet noticed the deficiencies, but sooner or later, there would be repercussions for the child’s lackluster performance of his duties.


When we reached the entryway, I saw an older gentleman, dressed in the way of clergy, and a slender woman about ten years my senior, attired in a neat but simple day dress. They were both lightly flushed in the cheeks, as one would expect on such a hot day.


“Good day, Mrs. Randolph,” the man began as he bowed his head slightly. “I am Reverend John Black. Do forgive the sudden intrusion, but Miss Branson and I have found ourselves in a rather trying spate over at the Female Institute.”


“The Female Institute?” I asked as though it was a place with which I was unfamiliar, but truth be told, I had followed the school’s progress with great interest. The building, which had been constructed to resemble something of an Italian villa, housed a new school, one meant only for females. From what I understood, there was a great deal of learning happening inside its walls, despite many townsfolk objecting to the higher education of girls and young women. Before I allowed him to answer, I remembered my manners. “But forgive me, please come in and sit. Let me offer y’all some refreshment.” I motioned back toward the parlor.


This time the woman answered. “I’m afraid we haven’t time, Mrs. Randolph.” Her voice was kind but strong. “Our teacher for the youngest girls was meant to arrive from the countryside two days ago. We got word this morning that she’s fallen ill with the fever.”


I hadn’t any personal experience with scarlet fever, but I understood enough to know that the new teacher would not be arriving and that the school had been left in a lurch.


The reverend took hold of the conversation from there.


“As you probably know, Miss Lydia Melton has been given charge of the curriculum at the school since departing your parents’ employ.” He kept his hands clasped below his waist as if to steady himself as he spoke.


Bien sûr. I nodded. I had always been fond of Miss Melton, the woman who tutored both Fay and me, as well as seven of our female cousins before us.


“She has recommended you, expounding on your keen wit and deep patience. ‘The most discerning young woman I’ve ever had the pleasure to edify’ is what she said. She thought perhaps you would consider taking up the position.” He glanced at his companion before adding, “At least until Miss Hart can convalesce and resume her post without endangering the welfare of the pupils.”


Miss Melton’s endorsement was both compliment and curse. I felt my chest puff up at the praise from my former teacher, but her suggestion was also an acknowledgment of my apparent barrenness. Married now nearly a year plus half, I knew perfectly well that I was being whispered about. Even my devoted husband, Elton, who was allegedly so besotted by my blonde curls and fair skin when he first met me at my parents’ summer picnic, was beginning to complain about my failure to conceive. How many more nights I should have to suffer that portly man climbing atop me before he surrendered to defeat, I was not yet privileged to know.


My cousin Missy had been married three full years before she birthed her first child, and everyone was sure that her husband, Jules, had chosen poorly, that he would be deprived of heirs for his profitable iron mill. Yet now, Missy had five strapping children hanging off her at every family affair. Eighteen months wasn’t yet a declaration. Perhaps if I emphasized the temporary nature of the teaching appointment to Elton, with promises to withdraw my service from the school the moment I conceived, he might allow it.


“It would be general studies then? Math and letters and the like?” I could hear the excitement building in my voice as I imagined it.


Miss Branson shook her head. “The girls are thirteen and fourteen years old, and all quite competent to be accepted at the Seminary. There would be higher level mathematics, literature, Latin, French.”


I smiled at her mention of French, as my own mother had arrived in Virginia from Paris at the age of twelve. French was spoken more frequently in my childhood home than English. “I would certainly relish the opportunity,” I told them, and Reverend Black’s face lit up with relief. The appropriateness of a girl’s seminary in Richmond was still a topic of debate, so I could understand why each defect might carry such heavy concern for those running it. “I can’t hardly commit though until I’ve received my husband’s permission, you understand.”


“Of course.” The reverend nodded vigorously as he shared a small smile with Miss Branson, both of them seemingly tickled already.


“I’ll come visit y’all at the Seminary in the morning to confirm,” I told them, hoping I would bring the answer we all desired.


ELTON WAS LATE RETURNING THAT EVENING, but Louisa kept our supper warming in the kitchen until his arrival. After we settled into our chairs at the chestnut dining table, Elton sliced into his roast pork, and I kept silent, knowing better than to interrupt his first bites.


He placed a forkful of the tender meat against his tongue and closed his eyes and mouth in tandem. I observed him as he considered the flavors. With his ruddy complexion and ever-tapering hairline, he was no longer a handsome man, but at least he was neat and well-attired, and his manners were impeccable, despite his excessive size. My husband certainly enjoyed his earthly pleasures, whether the tobacco he curated as his profession, the brandy he collected for sport, or the physical form of a wife more than thirty years his junior. I’d known for years prior to our marriage that Elton, and the elevated status my own family would gain from the union, would be my destiny. Even before his enormous successes in the tobacco industry, he had possessed great family wealth. With minimal initial investment, he also became the man behind one of Richmond’s most successful tobacco factories, responsible for the production of Main’s Tale tobacco. I’d known better than to protest when my daddy told me I’d be marrying such a prominent man.


When the meat was nearly finished from Elton’s plate, he moved on to the creamed sprouts, and I ventured to break the silence.


“Did you have a lovely day?” I asked, forcing cheer into my voice.


Elton set down his fork and regarded me as though he’d only just remembered I was in the room. Lifting his napkin from his wide legs, he ran it once across his chin.


“As a matter of fact, I did,” he told me with a proud smile, evaluating my appearance for the first time since arriving home. His eyes roved over my new silk gown and my neatly coiffed hair, parted down the middle and looped abundantly on either side of my face, and he seemed pleased. “We’re increasing production again, renting additional slaves to work the leaves. Doing so much volume that we might strike a deal at only two cents per hogshead from one of the suppliers.”


Elton did not expect me to engage on these topics, but he seemed to enjoy talking at me, as though to parse the moments of his day or perhaps simply boast to himself. I had, in my time as Mrs. Randolph, overheard enough talk from my husband and his associates to know that between his two brick factory buildings—the one on 14th and Cary, the other on 23rd and Main—he was producing over four hundred thousand pounds of usable tobacco each year. I knew he had upwards of one hundred slaves working the factories, sixty of his own and another forty that he hired from other owners. I understood that paying only two cents per hogshead was nearly unheard of and would be a victory that allowed for even greater profit, that this could be reason to celebrate. But Elton did not care for my opinions on these topics. He preferred when I nodded and smiled brightly without letting on that I understood anything other than the fact of my husband’s greatness.


“Well, you must be just floating on air,” I offered, and he agreed, going on to tell me about the several associates he’d spoken with and how they fawned over him and his accomplishments. I listened and nodded throughout his lengthy self-congratulatory statements. When he’d finally talked himself out, I found the time right to broach my own interests.


“We had visitors today,” I started, as he listened with mild attentiveness. His eyes were focused on the low-cut bodice of my new frock. I explained about the open position at the Female Institute and finished by saying, “I feel it might be a way to fulfill my Christian duty until my days are occupied raising up your babies. And perhaps,” I sighed dramatically, “the Lord might look so kindly on me for assisting these people that he’d help me and bless us with a child of our own.” I gazed back at him, opening my eyes extra wide and arranging my features into an expression both innocent and youthful, as he seemed to like. I hoped he couldn’t hear the pounding of my own heart, desperately bleating out its own pleas for a daily escape. If he knew how important this was to me, it would awaken his jealousy and turn his heart to brick.


His head cocked to the side, as if he was disappointed by having to endure such a request. “Sweetheart,” he started, “it’s not seemly. Educating females at that age. And to have my wife earning money. You’ll have to tell them no.”


“But I would only be with the youngest girls, the ones who are thirteen, fourteen.” The words tumbled out in a rush as I raced to turn his mind. “And I’ll tell them not to pay me. It will be strictly charity, and only short-term. Please, darling. The energy of the young girls, perhaps it will calm my nerves and help me toward carrying a child of our own.”


Just then, Tandey appeared with the steaming cobbler, and for once, his timing was perfect. The scent of sweet peaches was sufficiently strong that Elton’s attention was lulled toward the sizzling dish, away from his rejection of my appeal.


“Fine,” he said, leaving me unclear whether he was granting Tandey leave to begin serving the cobbler or acquiescing to my request. I kept quiet as he waited for Tandey to place the cobbler before him. I prayed with all my heart that the child would not drop the cobbler in his master’s lap and sour Elton’s good mood, robbing me of this moment, this opportunity. To my relief, Tandey deposited our dessert without error.


As Elton carried his first spoonful toward his lips, he looked back at me pointedly. Then he offered one last edict.


“You’d best not make me regret it.”












ANN






Boston, 1836–1837


To the surprise of everyone in the household, after Wendell’s proposal, my health began to improve. Suddenly my wakeful periods were lasting longer, and I was able to take more food, even rice and biscuits. My aunts, Maria and Caroline, determined that Wendell’s visit had been more beneficial to me than any other treatment, so they insisted that Uncle Henry admit him any time he came to call. Ours had never been a household to adhere strictly to the rules of propriety, and it seemed the decision to allow Wendell to repeatedly visit my bedchamber was no exception.


One Thursday afternoon, Aunt Maria was urging me to try a bite of chicken when I heard a visitor down below. Moments later, Wendell appeared at my doorway.


“I’ve brought you something,” he said without preamble, and Maria took the bowl of stew from the room. He approached my bedside and reached into his jacket pocket, retrieving a small velvet box. “I bought it at an abolitionist bazaar and paid entirely too much for it.” He smiled as he opened the box. Inside was a small blue cameo ring. “As an engagement ring,” he said, as he lifted my left hand and placed the ring on my finger.


The ring sat too loosely on my limp hand, but I thought that perhaps, if I had more weeks of solid food behind me, my finger would plump back up and support the modest ring just fine.


“It’s perfect,” I told him, and I meant it—not only for its lack of ostentatiousness, but also for the fact that he had purchased it at an abolitionist fundraiser. He already seemed to understand every facet of my heart. Had he brought me something grand and flashy, I would have refused to wear it.


“And let it be a symbol that I will be your Gra for the rest of your days.”


“Gra?” I asked, confused.


“It’s what you called me,” he reached for my hand again, “the day I proposed.”


“I believe I had been attempting to speak your name. I thought that was rather obvious.”


“Well, I think perhaps I prefer ‘Gra,’ at least some of the time,” he said as he winked at me.


IT WAS SIX MONTHS LATER THAT WE WED. I wore a white dress set off by a pink sash on a fine October day. Though I still had aches and pains, my health was such that I was able to resume my usual routine most days. Only occasionally did I need to return to bed, and even then, the relapses lasted but a day or two at a time. Wendell and I honeymooned in Framingham and returned to Boston to continue our anti-slavery endeavors shortly thereafter. I was feeling so contented in our new life together that not even the prolonged refusal by Wendell’s mother to accept me could put a damper on my general sense of joy.


My own parents had bequeathed me such a hefty sum of money at their death that I might have been the wealthiest woman in all of Boston at the time of my marriage. Unfortunately, when Sally Phillips regarded me, she saw only the daughter of former Boston Brahmins who’d been cast out of their place in high society when they began advocating for abolition of the enslaved. After their deaths, it was up to me to continue their mission. Despite my mother-in-law’s disappointment at our nuptials and at Wendell’s ever-increasing involvement in the anti-slavery cause, he and I were happy. And his mother was not wrong in her assessment that our joy was its most robust when we were advocating for the rights of others.


Just two months after we wed, we decided to attend a rally together at Faneuil Hall, one of the city’s public meeting houses. Four weeks earlier, a journalist named Elijah Lovejoy had been murdered in Alton, Illinois, by a pro-slavery mob. The murderers had been reacting to Lovejoy’s dissemination of anti-slavery information in the St. Louis Observer and had seen fit to shoot him dead. Although the upcoming meeting at Faneuil Hall was publicized as a gathering to support freedom of the press rather than abolition, many members of the Boston anti-slavery community were attending as well. As usual, the anticipated presence of several abolitionists inspired the attendance of some vocal anti-abolition Bostonians too. As we moved toward the entrance of the hall on that blustery morning, I saw that there were also many known free discussionists filing into the building. And then of course, there were the mobocrats, those who arrived simply for the opportunity to make trouble.


It was a relief to escape the frigid December wind as Wendell and I entered the hall. We found our seats about a third of the way from the front, where my aunts were already seated beside our friend William Lloyd Garrison, who we called Lloyd, and his wife, Helen. The walls of the building could only do so much to ward off the day’s chill, and I sidled closer to my husband for warmth.


As the meeting opened, a Unitarian reverend from Boston’s Federal Street Church took to the podium. The reverend opened with remarks deploring Mr. Lovejoy’s murder and defending the right to free speech. Next to stand was local attorney Benjamin Hallett, a diminutive man whose job was to read out the resolutions that had been drafted by the reverend. The resolutions insisted that any infringement of the right to free speech must be resisted and that mobs must not act as the law. Mr. Lovejoy had violated no law in publishing anti-slavery sentiments, the resolutions further asserted. Equally important for our group’s purposes, the resolutions declared that encroachment on the right to free speech must be resisted, whether with regard to abolition or any other political idea.


There was clapping all around, and I wondered if Wendell might rise from his seat to offer any additional words. Over the preceding year, he’d begun delivering anti-slavery speeches to small groups, and he’d displayed something of a knack for arousing a crowd. Back in January, he addressed the Adelphic Colored Union, and in March, he spoke to the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society in Lynn. Though he was a fine speaker, he had never addressed a group so large as the one assembled this day at Faneuil Hall. The meeting appeared to be reaching its conclusion, however, and there hardly seemed reason for him to add any sentiments to those which had already been shared. I could feel him pulling his cape more tightly around his shoulders, readying to confront the winter wind outside again.


Suddenly there was a commotion toward the back of the room. I craned my neck and caught sight of James Austin, the attorney general of Massachusetts, making his way up the aisle. Mr. Austin was a much loved and respected figure in our fair city, and he was also a vocal critic of abolition.


He marched toward the front of the room, and it quickly became apparent that he was planning to deliver a speech not listed on the program. The audience seemed rather delighted by the excitement of it, all eyes turning back toward the podium.


“My friends!” Mr. Austin began as he took the stage, “I cannot agree with the abolitionist resolutions that have been read out today.”


Someone let out a cheer at that, and Mr. Austin smiled into the crowd.


“Mr. Lovejoy, I’m afraid, was a scoundrel. The words he published attacked the rights of the good people of Missouri in their human property. I daresay that the members of the ‘mob,’ as it has been called by those here today, were doing their duty as patriots.”
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