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Dear Susan B. Anthony:

I have very bad news for you. You’re dead. Really dead. Like, over one hundred years dead. Like, right now, you are dust and bones in the cemetery of your old hometown, Rochester, New York.

Sorry.

You are probably thinking, What the heck? If I am dead, why are you writing to me?

Congratulations! Even though you are dead, you are not forgotten! You are still remembered for being a brave and determined defender of women’s rights, especially women’s suffrage. That is the fancy name for women voting, even though I think suffrage should be the name for not being able to vote, because it sounds like the suffering you would have to go through if everybody thought your voice didn’t matter one speck.

Since I am also a brave and determined defender of all the rights of all the people, I thought you would like to know that I am thinking about you.

Plus, Mr. Springer is making me.

Mr. Springer is my fifth-grade teacher. Every year he assigns this thing called the Hero Project. All of his students have to choose a personal hero. They can choose anyone they want, as long as the person is dead. Mr. Springer used to let kids choose living heroes, but then the live heroes kept doing horrible things and ruining everyone’s projects. Luckily, dead heroes can’t surprise you like that. We are going to do a bunch of research and assignments on our heroes and basically use them to learn stuff about language arts, history, and even math and science. Mr. Springer is always trying to find sneaky ways to get us interested in what he’s teaching.

One of the main things we have to do for the Hero Project is write our heroes letters, and—duh—that is what I am doing.

Since this is our first letter, we are supposed to tell you a little bit about ourselves. So, hello! I am a Susan B. too. My B stands for Babuszkiewicz.

Don’t freak out! It’s easier to pronounce than it looks. Ba-boo-ska-wits. Hear how it rolls off the tongue? It’s actually kind of pretty, don’t you think? It sounds like something a bird might sing or that a Tupperware might burp.

Unfortunately, most people—especially teachers—don’t seem to agree on the beauty of my last name. They see a word like Babuszkiewicz on the first day of class, and their eyes get kind of squinty, and their voices get kind of stuck in their throats, and, after a pause, they say, “Susan?”

Sometimes it ends there. When I started my tap-dancing class, for example, my teacher did the old squint, throat-stuck, pause, “Susan?”

And I did the old “You can call me Susie.”

And we both sort of pretended I was one of those Beyoncé-type celebrities who only have one name.

But that is not what happens here at Mary Routt Elementary School in the beautiful town of Claremont, California. That is because there is another Susan in fifth grade, Susan Gupta. She goes by Susie too, but she is original and hip and spells her name Soozee, which I wish I had thought of doing first, but those are the breaks.

This is the first year that Soozee and I haven’t been in the same class. And so—until this year—teachers would always look at me, Susie Babuszkiewicz, with my regular, boring clothes and my goofy cowlick right in the front of my boring, not blond, not brown hair, and then they would look at Soozee Gupta, with her interesting French braids and her fun, hip outfits that often involve cool hats and sometimes even scarves, and they would give her the glorious name “Soozee” and me the name “Susie B.”

As a person who cared about equality, I bet that this upsets you. I bet you’re thinking, Hold the phone! Why should she be plain Soozee and not you? Why should you be stuck with an initial tacked to the back of your boringly spelled first name? If anything, you should be plain Susie because B comes before G in the alphabet. It makes sense that the first person on the roll sheet should get dibs on being called by just their first name.

I hear you, Susan B. Anthony, and there was a time when I used to feel the same way, which is maybe why I keep my distance from Soozee Gupta, even though she is a pretty nice person who I have no other complaints about. But then something happened, and I learned to really like being called Susie B.

You’re going to like this story, Susan B. Anthony. It’s good.

It all happened back in second grade, when I was in reading lab.

Now, seeing that you lived from 1820 to 1906 (which is an important fact that I am supposed to include in this letter), you are probably asking yourself, Holy moly, what in the world is reading lab?

Reading lab is this place kids go if they need extra help with reading, except that it is not really a lab. It is just a little bitty room next to the library with lots of posters of kittens hanging onto branches and file folders full of short readings that are supposed to help you read better. I was in reading lab until the end of third grade.

This is nothing to be ashamed of, by the way, and if people tell you otherwise, you are allowed to give them a good stink eye and tell them to park their prejudice at the door. Some brains just need more help with reading than others. I needed help because my brain is easily distracted by—wait—is that a butterfly?

Ha! There wasn’t really a butterfly. I was just trying to give you a sense of how easily my brain can get off course when it is not interested in something. But I’m interested in this, so don’t worry. Writing and reading are things I can do forever and ever because I love them so much. It was the learning them that I didn’t like because—what the heck?—English does not make any sense at all! What kind of language, for example, has one way to pronounce three entirely different words, like “pair,” “pare,” and “pear”? Honestly, I’m still not sure which one is which. Would you like to eat a pare? Don’t ask me! Or, in what kind of world would “through” be pronounced throo and “cough” be pronounced coff? It makes no sense! Look hard at those words! They are exactly the same except for the beginning letters. They should at least rhyme! And don’t get me started on “dough”!

Luckily for me, once my Is that a butterfly? brain was finally able to get past all that boring stuff, I was able to catch up. Now I can read as good as anyone. But I’m still a terrible speller. (Confession: only last year did I finally remember how to spell my own last name. Then again, I think it might take anyone a long time to remember how to spell Babuszkiewicz because there are a crazy lot of consonants in there.)

It is because I am such a terrible speller that I get to write my letters to you on a tablet and use spell-check. Other kids can write their letters on tablets too. Everyone in our class gets one. But for me, writing on a tablet is an actual right. It’s what you call an accommodation, on account of my butterfly brain. Accommodations help make things fair for everybody.

Which brings me back to reading lab and how I learned to love being called Susie B. Don’t drift off, Susan B. Anthony. I promise you’ll like this.

Anyway, it was one of my very first days of reading lab. I was there with Carson, who still goes to reading lab because he is a work in progress like the rest of us. The reading specialist pointed us toward this one particular file cabinet and told us to pick a reading that looked interesting.

I was flipping through all these different readings when I saw one called “Susan B. Fights On.” I still remember the name because I was thinking: Gosh, is this about me? Did the reading specialist hide this here for me to find? Is it a present? Did she make one for all of us, each with our own name on it? Is it supposed to make us feel better about going to reading lab even though we shouldn’t feel bad in the first place? And—most importantly—what the heck am I fighting on about this time?

I told all that to Carson, and his eyes were like, Ba-boing! I want one too! But his brain is even more butterflyish than mine, so he started flipping through all the files and trying to find a reading with his name on it. He climbed right onto a chair so he could pull files down from the high cupboard.

When the reading specialist found us, she said, “For heaven’s sake”—that was a real favorite phrase of hers.

She asked us what we were doing, and I explained right away. Then she admitted that she had not been cool enough to make us each our own special readings, but that I still might like “Susan B. Fights On” since it was about a very interesting woman named—wait for it—Susan B. Anthony! Ha, ha! That’s you!

Now, don’t get mad, but at first I was a little bummed. I liked believing that the reading specialist had done all this work to figure out who I was and how I like to fight on about things. It made me feel special. Since I have always suspected that I am actually a little fabulous, that was pretty cool. But my disappointment passed quickly because I realized that the reading specialist was right. You were very interesting, Susan B. Anthony!

When most of the women of your time were focused on getting married and having kids, you were all, “How in the world can we say we fought a revolution over taxation without representation and then deny women the right to vote? How can we harp on about freedom and liberty and then say to women, ‘No freedom or liberty for you’? I will not accept this! I will spend my life fighting for women’s rights, and I will not give up until every woman in this land has the same chance to vote as your common, garden-variety man.”

When I finished the reading, I was blown away. I learned something important. I learned that being a Susie B. wasn’t something to be annoyed by. It was something to be proud of. Being a Susie B. meant being a Susan B. Anthony, a fighter of good fights. And who wouldn’t want to be that?

So this year, when Mr. Springer read roll for the first time and did the old Susan Buuuuuuu… Susan, I told him, “Hey, Mr. Springer, just call me Susie B. Everybody else does. It’s fine with me.”

And he was all, “Okay, Susie B.!”

See? I told you that you would like that story.
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Dear Susan B. Anthony:

We went to the media lab today to do research about our heroes, and now that I have told you about me, I am supposed to tell you about you. But I am not supposed to go on for pages and pages, because that is not what the Hero Project is all about, and Mr. Springer has a full life, after all. (At least that’s what he said.) He cannot be expected to read superlong hero letters from students, even if the students really like to read and write. We should just get to the point and stick to the point because it is important to be able to follow directions.

So here is a tiny bit amount of information about you.

You were born in Adams, Massachusetts, you had lots of siblings, and you were raised a Quaker. Quakers believe that every single person has an Inner Light in them, which is really a tiny spark of God’s spirit. That Inner Light makes all people holy, and it means that nobody is better than anybody else. So they don’t have ministers because they believe God inspires everyone equally, and they don’t think boys are better than girls, or that one race of people is better than another race of people, or that anybody should be killing anybody in wars because when you kill people, you kill their divine sparks, and that means you are basically killing God.

I was telling my mom and my brother, Lock, all this when I came home from school. We were at the table eating a very boring snack of raw vegetables and hummus because my mother says too much refined starch makes my butterfly brain really flappy.

Although I will never admit this to her, it is possible she is right. Once, I ate a giant chocolate Santa Claus on Christmas morning, and I couldn’t sit still for four hours. My grandparents were worried that I was seriously disturbed, but my parents reminded them that Lock was exactly the same way when he was my age.

And I was like, “Give me a break, Grandsters! It’s Christmas!”

And my parents and grandparents were like, “Don’t get snotty with us, little miss!”

And I was like, “ME WANT MORE SUGAR!”

Anyway, Lock said that he already knew all about Quakers. Of course, we had to believe him. The whole reason we call him Lock and not his real name, Tyler, is because his mind protects information like locks protect bicycles. But—like me—he has to be interested in the information for the lock effect to work. Otherwise, he is like an open lock, and you know nothing is going to stay safe with that. That is the reason why he is having a little bit of a problem at community college. He does really well in the classes he finds interesting, but he doesn’t do so well in the classes he finds boring. Since he is trying to transfer to a university, he’s worried that his flip-floppy grades will make all the schools he applies to reject him.

The point is, Lock thinks it’s good that I am learning about Quakers because they are very cool. They opposed slavery. They supported the civil rights movement. Apparently, if you are ever in doubt about whether something might be evil, you should find out what the Quakers think.

“Time always proves them right,” Lock told me. He really said that! That is a true quote. I wrote it down in my little notebook that I always pull out when people say something I want to remember later.

Mom opened her mouth to talk, but since I had not quite finished all that I had to say, I quickly added my two cents. “You might be right, Lock, but did you also know that Quakers are big shunners? Susan B. Anthony’s dad was a Quaker, but her mom was not, and so the Quakers were just all, ‘You married outside the Quakers, and so now we are shunning you. Goodbye and amen!’ ” (These are not direct quotes, by the way. The Quakers did not actually say that, and neither did I. But that was the gist of things in both cases, and you are just going to have to trust me on that.)

Lock was very surprised and impressed that I knew something that he didn’t know. I could tell because he didn’t answer me, and Lock always has an answer.

Mom agreed that I was being very interesting. And I could tell that she meant it because she wasn’t looking at her phone. I personally do not have a phone… or a gaming system. I barely even get to watch TV. The only technology I am allowed is my school tablet, and that has lots of restrictions on it. My parents say too much electronics will make it harder for my butterfly brain to focus on what is important, and Lock says they are right because they learned the hard way with him. But I say that being a fifth grader without her own tech is being a fifth grader who is living in the Dark Ages. So, naturally, this is one of the many injustices that I must constantly battle.

But I did not want to bring up that sore subject at that time. I wanted to focus on the fact that I can be as much of a lock as Lock. And having locked them with my good story about the Quakers shunning people, I went in for the double lockdown of topping that fascinating piece of information with another. I explained that even though the Quakers shunned your dad, Susan B. Anthony, they still let you and your brothers and sisters join their community, so at least the Quakers didn’t pass down shunnings.

Lock kind of nodded, like, Good job, little sis. You’re a chip off the old Lock. Then he asked if they are still big shunners.

That was something that I didn’t know, so we just let the conversation drop.

Here is my question for you, Susan B. Anthony: What did you think about this shunning business? Did you accept it? Or did you think that it was mean? It sounds mean, and I think that if everyone has an Inner Light, then you shouldn’t shun anyone. Instead, you should be nice to everyone, even mean people. Although, to be honest, I am not always nice to mean people, but that is only because I have never thought about this Inner Light stuff. It seems to me that, when it comes to mean people, you’ve sometimes got to fight mean with mean.

For example, there is a mean kid in my class named Chloe Howard. My secret name for her is “Old Fakey Fake.” She pretends to be nice when teachers are around, but as soon as teachers leave, she’ll say something mean, or she’ll say something that doesn’t sound mean but that infects you with a mysterious sense of worry.

One time, before I knew she was such a fakey fake, she said something like, “You’re so lucky that you are bad at spelling. It is so much better to get to write stuff on the computer all the time.” Then she looked over at the three Rs, otherwise known as Rachelle, Rachel, and Rose. They are her little band of toadies. They follow her everywhere. When she said I was lucky to spell badly, they all got these sneaky little smiles on their faces.

See what I mean? Technically, Chloe had not said anything mean, especially since I am always saying that I can spell as well as a can of alphabet soup. But the way she said it, and the way she looked at her friends… It made me feel like a bicycle tire with a slow leak. As the day went on, I kept feeling flatter, and flatter, and flatter until all I wanted to do was crawl under my covers and cry about how terrible I am at spelling.

Not even Joselyn Salazar could make me feel better. Joselyn is my best spark. I am guessing that you do not know what a best spark is, and that is all right, Susan B. Anthony. Don’t feel bad! You were dead way before I even invented that term, which was just today. A best spark is like a best friend, but better. A best spark sparks you so that you can keep on going even when things get rough.

You get it, right? I know you do because you had a best spark too. Her name was Elizabeth Cady Stanton. She would always help you with your writing because you did not have quite the flair for it that Elizabeth did, and you would always help her by babysitting her seven children so that she could write stuff and not just drown in dirty diapers.

Joselyn and I have been best sparks since second grade, when she would help me at reading time and I would fill her in on the plot of this show about a superhero who can remember every book ever written, even the ones she hasn’t read—even in languages she doesn’t know. I only got to watch it because Lock and I would secretly stream it on his computer, but Joselyn had never seen it since her mom believes screens rot people’s brains. So it was a good exchange that brought us together, and the screen part keeps us together even now. When you are the only two kids at school who don’t have Disney+, you have a lot to bond over.

Just yesterday Joselyn and I were laughing our heads off about her cat, Fred, who pees in the toilet just like a person. Really! I’ve seen him! He figured it out all by himself! While we were laughing, we started practicing this new combination that we recently learned in our tap-dancing class. We didn’t have our tap shoes, but we never let that stop us. We were doing shuffles followed by single buffaloes, and I was doing some very creative arm movements to spice it up. Joselyn was not doing the arm movements, but her cool worry-doll earrings that her grandma brought her from Guatemala were flapping like crazy, which was almost the same thing.

Of course, Old Fakey Fake had to ruin it. She and the three Rs walked by us. A second later, Chloe said something like, “Won’t it be great when we go to middle school next year and are surrounded by more mature people?” And she said it super loudly to make sure we would hear her.

For a second, Joselyn and I froze and looked at each other, embarrassed. I remembered how Lock always tells me that I should treat Fakey Fake like she is a gnat too insignificant to bother swatting, but I’m used to fighting mean with mean and also snarky with snarky. So I swatted.

I yelled, “Oh, that’s not maturity you’re thinking of. It’s body odor.”

Old Fakey Fake kept walking, but her shoulders and butt got all stiff, making her legs straight as toothpicks.

I fell onto the ground in hysterics. Joselyn sat next to me. She laughed a little, but she kept her eye on Chloe and her friends. When they were gone, she slumped down and relaxed.

I put my sweaty hand on her arm and told her it really was true. Lock told me. Everyone stinks in middle school.

“No,” she said very seriously. I thought maybe I was being too silly for Joselyn (it happens!), so I took some deep breaths and collected myself.

Joselyn gave me a stern look and reminded me that Lock has not been in middle school for a long time, but her sister, Melissa, is in middle school now. She said Melissa has never said that everyone stinks. Then she got a very smiley look in her eyes and said, “But Melissa probably just can’t smell anybody else over her own B.O.”

And that set us off laughing even more!

But don’t worry, Susan B. Anthony. It was all in good fun. As a sister yourself, you probably know that siblings are allowed to joke about each other. Joselyn says it is one of the few benefits of even having siblings, but then she is not tight with Melissa like I am with Lock.

I will tell you this, though, Susan B. Anthony. Old Fakey Fake is sneakier than her perfect posture makes her look. Her words are time bombs that silently tick, tick, tick in your head until—boom—they are all you can think about. After my laugh attack with Joselyn, I hadn’t given Fakey Fake another thought, but when I got into bed, I suddenly remembered what she said. Won’t it be great when we go to middle school next year and are surrounded by more mature people? And then I couldn’t think about anything else. I wondered: What if I’m not mature enough for middle school? What if people will think tap dancing is babyish? What if they think Joselyn and I are babyish? Am I babyish?

Sometimes I think that maybe I am. Just recently I noticed that lots of fifth graders don’t really play at recess anymore. They’ll do sports, or they’ll walk around and talk about boring stuff, but they won’t play. And if you mention that you still like to take out your stuffed animals sometimes, or that you thought it might be fun to play Percy Jackson—like you did for a good chunk of last year without anyone caring one way or another—they will look at you like you said something wrong, something that might get you in trouble, that might get them in trouble if they were to agree.

This has even started to happen with Joselyn sometimes. We’ll be having a fun time, and I’ll say something like, “Let’s play talent show.”

And she’ll say, “Fun,” and then burst into song.

Then the very next day, I might say, “Let’s play talent show some more.”

Only this time, she’ll kind of look down at the floor and shuffle her feet. She’ll say, “Ugh, I’m tired of that,” or “That’s boring.” She won’t say it meanly, and it always works out okay. But it does make me feel like maybe I did something wrong. Does that make sense? Is it possible to lose a race that you don’t know you’re in? Because, actually, that is what it feels like.

Anyway, all of this is a long way of saying that Chloe’s word bomb gave me a long night.

Did mean people ever make you feel bad, Susan B. Anthony? People were really brutal to you. Remember that time you and your friends decided long dresses were annoying and uncomfortable and so you wore shirts and puffy pants for a year? Everywhere you went, boys and men would follow you around, laughing and insulting you.

It got so bad that you finally said, “Ergh! No one is taking me seriously because of these pants. I guess I’ll go back to wearing annoying and uncomfortable long dresses, even though they are the worst!”

And then there was the time you and Elizabeth Cady Stanton were “crazy” enough to believe that married women should be able to own their own property. Man, I can’t even imagine what would happen if I married someone and then found out that all my stuff now belonged to them and that I couldn’t own a darn thing. I’d explode! But that was the way things were back then. And when you told people that was stupid, you became the joke of America.

So how did you do it? How did you escape the word bombs that everyone threw at you? Because if I knew how to do that… well, then Fakey Fake’s words would just bounce off me like harmless marshmallows.

Okay… now I really want to eat some marshmallows.
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Dear Susan B. Anthony:

You know how you waited your whole life for the country to give women the right to vote? Well, I have waited my whole life to run for student council.

So—by the way—good news! Your life’s work was not in vain. In 1920, fourteen years after you died, women finally got the vote. The country passed a whole constitutional amendment about it! And not just that. Women can also run for political office now—even president of the country. Maybe I will do that one day, but I also want to be a famous tap dancer/singer and run my own chain of Bundt cake stores called Susie B.’s Bundt Cakes, so we will have to see.

For now, however, I will settle for being president of Mary Routt Elementary School. And why exactly do I want to be president of Mary Routt Elementary School?


	You get to give a campaign speech in front of everyone!

	
If you win, you get to say the Pledge of Allegiance into a microphone at school assemblies.

	AND you get to be the boss of everyone.

	AND eternal glory.

	AND fairness!



It is the last of these that I want to tell you about, and I will need to share some very tragic news with you: this is a very unfair school! The usual geniuses—which is what Joselyn and I call the same five or six kids who get chosen for every single thing—always get the good stuff. And it is not because they deserve it! It’s because of the teachers! The teachers act like the usual geniuses are gold and the rest of us are dumb rocks.

Take, for example, Dylan Rodriguez. Of all the usual geniuses here, Dylan Rodriguez is the most usual genius. In first grade, he was the only one of us to have a solo in the winter concert. In second grade, his Be-Kind-to-Animals-Week painting was chosen to hang in the school district office building for a whole month. In third grade, he got to represent the entire grade at the Southern California Invitational Chess Tournament—even though everyone knew that Joselyn was way better at chess than him. She just could never join the chess club because it meets after school, and as soon as class gets out, she has to take a special van to her day care. In fourth grade, Dylan had his picture in the local paper for being a really good YMCA basketball player. Plus, he got to play George Washington and sing Martha Washington’s solo in the play about great American presidents!

Now it is fifth grade—AND WE’RE ONLY ONE MONTH INTO THE SCHOOL YEAR—but he gets to be in the Math Bowl, the Knowledge Bowl, and the Know-Your-World-History Bowl. To top it all off, this summer he was just walking through a store with his family when—out of the blue—he was asked to audition for a breakfast cereal commercial. Guess who now has his face on every box of Bitty Donut Nature Crunch? Dylan Perfect Horrible Amazing Rodriguez!

Here is the thing, Susan B. Anthony. Except for the cereal commercial, all of those other times when Dylan got to be the star, it was because of the teachers. The teachers love him. But—ha!—the teachers do not choose the student council. The students choose the student council, and so finally Joselyn and I think it will maybe be our turn to get some special attention. I am not saying that we are going to win—and I’m not saying that we aren’t going to win. But I am saying that we will get to stand in front of everyone and give a speech, and we will get to use a big microphone, and we will get to invite our families, and we will get to show all the teachers that we are just as smart and good as the usual geniuses, and that maybe they should feel bad for not really recognizing our full potential, of which there is plenty!

But you are probably saying to yourself, “Well, that is all very interesting, Susie B., but why tell me this now? Did Mr. Springer tell you to write about your most important dreams and desires?”
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