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For Margaret Hall Cohoe

I still hear her laugh.



PART ONE





CHAPTER ONE



Brooklyn Heights

March 7, 1887, 7:00 a.m.

A PERSISTENT SKITTERING SOUND from the darkened space between floor and baseboard pulls Isabella from an uneasy sleep. She sits up, shivering in her thin cambric nightgown, scanning the room. The bed in which she lies, no more than rusting scrap iron, creaks ominously as she hugs her knees to her chest.

Her gaze travels from an old sideboard with broken drawer pulls to the green curtains hanging like seaweed from the window, resting finally on a scattering of black pellets that confirm the origin of the sound coming from the floorboards.

Mice. She hates mice.

What is she doing here? She wonders if she is insane after all.

But the day has begun, and there’s no use crouching in a ball feeling sorry for herself, wishing only that she could drift back to sleep and pick up the threads of her dream. She had been a child again, with Henry’s large hands gripping hers, swinging her by the arms, both of them laughing; she, knowing he would not let go, knowing it was safe to throw her head back and not worry that her feet were nowhere near the ground.

Fully awake now, Isabella presses her fists into her eyes to stop sudden tears. At this moment a few houses away, Henry lies in his own bed, cut down by a stroke. Everyone from President Cleveland to Queen Victoria is keeping a death vigil for Henry Ward Beecher, for his eloquent preaching has enthralled the country for decades. But she, his sister, uneasy occupant of a garret room, is keeping vigil for the brother who played with her as a child, the one who hasn’t spoken to her in fifteen years.

“Why?” John Hooker’s voice had been more exasperated than astonished when she told him she was going to Brooklyn. His face had that worried look which she had come to know so well through the long years of their marriage. “You’ve got this vague idea that he wants to see you. If you show up now, that family of yours will pull you apart. You’re making a mistake.”

“I want to see him before he dies. He’s my brother; I love him.”

“He’s in a coma.”

“He’ll know I’m there.”

“What is it you want, Bella? An apology?”

“I want…mutual forgiveness.”

“You are fantasizing,” John said somberly.

“I have to try,” she said.

She knows the words ring hollow. Persuading Henry’s wife to let her see Henry will not be easy. Eunice does not forgive.

Isabella swings her feet to the floor, searching with her toes for her slippers before padding to the window. People are gathering on the sidewalk. There are some with heads bent, praying silently, probably Henry’s parishioners from Plymouth Church. But most are men milling about, talking in low voices, stamping their feet to warm them on this frosty morning. They wear bowler hats, cheap black ones, which mark them as reporters. Maybe it is the angle of the hats—jaunty, pushed back—but she knows there is more going on down there than a death watch. Those men are salivating for a meal long gone cold. They want to revive what twelve years ago they dubbed the “trial of the century.” Henry’s trial. They want it back in all its lurid detail: the accusing, cuckolded Theodore Tilton raging for justice; his waiflike wife, Elizabeth, alternately confessing and denying her guilt; Henry, insisting he, as a man of God, would never commit adultery.

Twelve years now since the scandal that tore her family apart. Twelve years since she and her brothers and sisters were said to wobble on their national pedestal of moral virtue. The Beecher family, shaken by accusations of Henry’s human frailty—that was the story reporters fed on, and it was true.

She knows the scandal still courses under the surface, emerging from time to time in jokes and ditties sung on the streets and in the saloons. And she knows that even though Henry continued to preach on Sundays from the pulpit of Plymouth Church, his voice was never again quite as strong or his demeanor quite as confident.

Had those snickers and snatches of song bothered him? Or did he come so to believe his own recounting of events that he became detached from the pain and the lies that destroyed so much? Isabella wonders where that calamity lives in his heart. She knows where it is in hers.

She draws back into the room. She can’t afford to let anyone see her yet, particularly her sister Harriet, who arrived in her carriage late last night. It was Harriet, after all, who sent the chilly note reminding her she was not welcome in Henry’s home. Sitting back in Hartford with that note on her lap, staring at the formality of its stiff phrasing, parsing each word for hidden meaning, Isabella had made her decision: enough of deferring to the nurtured wrath of her family. She would go to Brooklyn.

She walks now over to the chest and picks up a pink tortoiseshell hand mirror, stroking the garnet beads that frame the back in a graceful, curving line. How many times has she done this? Hundreds of times.

“They aren’t real,” Hattie had said quickly when Isabella, with a cry of pleasure, pulled the mirror from its wrappings on her fifteenth birthday.

“Why would I care? It’s beautiful, Hattie, it’s the most beautiful thing I own. Thank you, thank you!” She threw her arms around her older sister.

“I wanted you to have something elegant,” Hattie whispered, hugging her back. “I wanted you to see how lovely you are. But be sure to keep it in your room. Father would disapprove.”

Isabella had nodded silently. Lyman Beecher was a towering figure of moral authority, both at home and throughout the nation, and he would call this a vain, frivolous gift, a bauble flouting modesty, an occasion for the sin of pride. It awed her to realize Hattie was willing to risk his displeasure.

“I would like to be a writer someday, like you,” Isabella had said shyly as Hattie leaned over to pick up the wrapping paper crumpled on the floor. Harriet glanced up with a smile, and then said something Isabella would never forget: “You are a dear girl, Bella, and just as smart as anyone in this family, and you will find your own way. I want you to start by enjoying the gifts God has given you.”

So long ago…Isabella stares down at the mirror in her hand. She has never reached the level of Hattie’s fame, but she has made a name for herself. She has traveled the country, speaking and organizing women to fight for suffrage and legal rights, trying to instill in them a passion for what should be theirs. She has tried to stay true to her values. Would that Hattie valued her for that.

Why has she kept this old treasure all these years? And why did she bring it with her?

Slowly she turns the mirror and stares into the glass. She no longer sees the surface image—the dark hair and smooth skin that still draw attention. She would like to find some clue as to who she really is, but the mirror won’t tell her that. So what is she looking for? Hattie, of course. All her life, she has looked for resemblance to the vibrant, brilliant sister she loves most, straining to see more similarity than could ever have been possible with two different mothers. How exciting it had felt as a young woman to stand proudly and say, “Yes, my sister is Harriet Beecher Stowe, and yes, she is indeed the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” How thrilling to realize her big sister had awakened the nation to the evils of slavery and shaped the focus of the War Between the States, an amazing achievement, all with the imagined story of one humble man.

“Hattie, where did you go? Where are you?” She listens to the sound of her own voice in the empty room, hearing it more as an echo deep from the past. From when?

She closes her eyes. It was that first summer in Cincinnati, after Lyman Beecher moved the entire family west to establish a new seminary. She was ten years old. She can feel the spongy wood of the old dock under her feet, smell the acrid, soupy air, hear the water sloshing against the rotting piles.



The weather was burning hot, but she didn’t care. She loved being with Hattie on any venture, and going down to the river was the most fun. It seemed to her this time that the crowd of grown-ups around her were jostling one another too much, and Harriet explained they were impatient for the late-arriving mail boat. Just like me, she said with a smile. If I get the big batch of student applications I’m hoping for, our new school can open and we can all make some money. Isabella smiled back and held on tight to her sister’s hand as they pressed to the front of the crowd.

But it wasn’t a mail boat steaming up the Ohio River to the dock. It was a vessel with the name The Emigrant painted on the bow. Its deck was jammed with people, most of them half-naked, the hot sun glistening off the sweat of black skin. They seemed to sway in unison with the vessel as it approached across the lapping waves. Isabella guessed there were a hundred of them.

“Hattie? Who are those people?” she whispered, tugging at her sister’s sleeve.

“Slaves,” Harriet said, pulling her little sister closer, squeezing her hand.

The boat docked amidst shouts from the crowd on the wharf. “About time!” yelled one. “We’ve got eight escaped ones for you!”

“Bella, let’s go,” Harriet said, sounding alarmed. “This isn’t the mail boat.” But the crowd was pushing forward, and they couldn’t retreat. Isabella lifted a hand to keep her hat from being knocked off, still staring at the people on the deck as the vessel docked.

They were close up now. There were men and women, and there were children too. She saw a girl about her own age and impulsively waved. The girl slowly raised an arm but kept it motionless, as if to shield her eyes from the sun. Only then did Isabella see an iron cuff on her wrist. From it swung a chain of iron links, one looped through another, like the daisy chain of paper Isabella had made that very day at home for her mother. Her eyes followed the links to a woman standing next to the child, to a band on her wrist. And from there to a man, and from there to another child. They were all chained together.

“Hattie—” Isabella turned to her sister, but she wasn’t there. A man’s arm pushed her aside. A corridor had been improvised through the crowd, and eight people with dark skin were walking single file to the boat, their hands cuffed in front of them, each held to the others by the same heavy chains. One had white hair; he looked a little like Father, except for his skin color. His head hung heavy, and his arms shook under the weight of the iron.

“Where are they going?” Isabella yelled to the man on the boat who had just tied up at the dock.

“To market, child,” he said with a cheerful grin. “Know anyone who needs a good colored? We grow ’em ripe in Kentucky.”

A commotion broke out back in the crowd, and a man pushed forward. “You can’t take that one!” he shouted at the boat captain. “That big buck there, he’s mine. I own ’im! Took me a month to track him down!” He pointed at a man with sturdy shoulders and a long scar cut ragged across his nose and right cheek.

“You’ll have to prove it on the other side,” the captain said, a careless thumb pointing toward the Kentucky shore. “I paid a bounty hunter for him, fair and square.”

The man asserting ownership was standing now next to Isabella. His eyes were furious. “He’s my property, damn it. I own him, not you. And I’ll prove it.” He turned, pointing at the man with a scar. “Silas, you kneel!” he yelled. “I’m your master, and you know it. Kneel!”

Isabella watched, transfixed, as the man with the scar stared straight ahead. He seemed turned to stone.

“Kneel, damn it!”

The man with the scar didn’t so much kneel as buckle at the knees. The movement jerked the chain shackling him to the others, causing a slightly built woman in front of him to stumble back and almost fall.

Someone laughed.

“You haven’t proved anything, you just scared the son of a bitch,” the captain said with a chuckle. “All right, climb on. We’ll hash it out on the other side.”

The man was still on his knees, his head hanging down between his arms, which were pulled taut by the connecting chain. He looked like he was praying, Isabella thought.

“Get up,” said the captain. He yanked on the chain, pulling the slave to his feet. The line moved on again. When the man shuffled past Isabella, she smelled something strange and acrid, a very different smell from that of sweat on a hot day. What was she smelling? Suddenly panicked, Isabella began flailing against the legs of the men pressing forward.

“Hattie, Hattie, where did you go?” she wailed. “Where are you?”

Someone shouted that a child was alone on the dock. Men who had been focused on the escaped slaves began looking down at her, which only made her scream louder. One tried to pick her up, and she punched out at him, refusing touch or help. But then suddenly Hattie’s familiar arms were wrapped around her.

“I thought I lost you, I thought you fell in the water,” Harriet said, holding her tight, her voice shaky with relief.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Isabella sobbed. “I’m sorry I let go.”

Later that night, back at home in Walnut Hills, they lay in bed, hugging each other. “Hattie, what did I smell when those poor people in chains were going onto the boat? What was it?” Isabella asked.

Harriet pulled her so close, she could feel the thumping of her heart. “You smelled fear, Bella,” she said. “The fear of people who are never free. It’s wrong, it’s wrong.”

Isabella would remember that talk with Harriet as her first lesson on the dark contradictions of human souls. Good people turned away from slavery because they felt no moral obligation to interfere, Harriet said, her voice trembling with anger. They wanted trade with the South, so they kept quiet. Hypocrisy was the enemy of truth, she said. It was the coward’s way out, and don’t you forget it, Bella.



In the boardinghouse, she wipes her eyes, reminding herself that brooding only feeds the strange pleasure of melancholy, and she cannot afford that anymore. She has to believe that Harriet suffers too, otherwise their love for each other could not have been real, and that would be a travesty. The big sister who taught her to read at the age of five by holding up word cards, who patiently coaxed her through learning her sums, who walked her to school each day for those precious few years she was allowed to attend—could she truly be gone? No, it wasn’t possible.

But the truth is, her family is gathering today in a house that has no room for her. In this neighborhood of elegant homes graced with mellow brownstone stoops and finely wrought iron balustrades, she sits in a room with mouse droppings. On the sidewalk, the reporters think of her as the shunned daughter of the famed Beecher family. The pariah. What an irony that her banishment came for telling the truth.

“I am not crazy,” she whispers into the air. “No matter who says so.”

She hears something new from outside, a different sound. A snatch of song? Isabella goes back to the window and gazes across the street in the direction of Plymouth Church. She glances again at the sidewalk in front of Henry’s house and sees the bowler hats watching a strange-looking creature perform some kind of dance. She rubs her eyes. It cannot be. But yes, a man dressed as a caricature of Uncle Tom, his face darkened with lampblack and burnt cork, his lips wide, thick, and painted a gleaming white, is prancing before the Beecher home.


Beecher, Beecher is my name—

Beecher till I die!

I never kissed Mis’ Tilton—

I never told a lie!





“Go away, you stupid fool!” she screams before she can stop herself. She sticks her fist out the window and shakes it, venting her rage, only to see the figure in blackface dance away down the street, followed by the guilty chuckles of the bowler hats.



A right turn from this dreary rooming house onto the sidewalk leads down the street, past three houses, and across the road directly to 124 Hicks Street. Henry Ward Beecher’s home is tall and sturdy, built solidly of dull brick. The windows are elegantly corniced, capable of providing ample sunlight to the interior, but the shutters inside are tightly drawn. A sleepy-looking newsboy stands at the corner, waving newspapers at the few carriages now bumping across the cobblestones, pulled by horses expertly keeping their balance, lifting their hooves high over the familiar terrain. HENRY WARD BEECHER IN COMA, reads the headline of the paper in his grubby hand. Below it, RENOWNED AMERICAN FAMILY GATHERS FOR VIGIL.

The carriage occupants stare at the Beecher home. He’s dying, they whisper to one another. The old man is dying. The most brilliant preacher in America, that’s what everyone says. Even more than his father was…What was his name? Lyman. Lyman Beecher. A family of preachers, all of them. Except for the women.

Inside the house, dust hangs in the air. The windows have not been opened in days. The walls of the parlor to the right of the front door are covered in very expensive satin paper, purchased for three dollars a roll (thirteen single rolls to do the job) but unfortunately in a snuff brown color that Eunice Beecher insisted upon because she was sure it would fade and she didn’t want to start with something too light. It has not faded.

The stairs are steep, and any visitors today will be met at the top with the mix of sweet and acrid smells of the sickroom: tallow, various medicinal syrups, slops, perspiration. In the presence of illness, Eunice does not believe in excessive ventilation.

There is, unsurprisingly, little light in Henry’s sickroom. A coal fire not stoked for hours has burned out, leaving white ash in the fireplace. The room is cold, so cold. At the foot of the bed stands the small figure of a woman with slightly sunken cheeks and dark eyes that seem too big for her face. But Harriet Beecher Stowe stands erect, projecting a strength that commands the room as she crosses her arms, tucking her fingers under the armpits of her compact body for warmth. She wears one of her usual severe black dresses, a tacit acknowledgment that the mourning of one loss quite quickly blends into the mourning of another, and sometimes it is too much effort to change one’s wardrobe. Her hair is pulled back into a tight bun.

Henry lies motionless, his body, sheathed in a white blanket, an imposing hillock rising from the bed. His inordinately large head takes up the entire pillow, but without animation his face looks oddly loose and fleshy. His long, white hair lies tamed, tucked behind his ears, and his eyes are closed.

It makes Harriet uneasy to stare at him when he looks so vulnerable. Her eyes turn in the direction of the oak armoire, where her sister-in-law is rummaging for something in a large trunk under the windowsill.

“What are you looking for? Can I help?” she asks.

“No, I’ve found it.” Eunice pulls out a black silk dress and briskly shakes it. “I’ll have the girl air this out and iron it. I’ll need a hat and veil. A heavy veil.”

Harriet tightens her arms across her chest and looks away. Eunice is preparing for Henry’s funeral, actually planning her wardrobe as he lies in his bed, still breathing.

“You find what I do inappropriate?” Eunice turns and faces Harriet, her long, thin face looking even more sallow than usual.

“I judge you in no way, Eunice. You have a great deal on your mind right now and a great burden to bear. I understand.”

Eunice lets the dress fall heavy in her hands, the skirt touching the floor. “Well, you don’t really, but you’re trying to say the right thing. In truth, you think I’m detached.” Her gaze shifts to the bed. “The person lying there”—she nods to the still figure in the bed—“that isn’t really Henry.”

“Eunice—”

“Fiddlesticks.” Eunice’s voice is matter-of-fact. “Henry has no time to die. He’ll be rushing through the door any minute, tugging at his collar, saying he’s hungry, imploring me to sit and listen to his latest brilliant sermon, as if I didn’t have anything better to do. And then he’ll be gone, hardly having seen me, hugging the maids and patting the shoulders of neighbors on the street and never once touching me.” She gestures toward the window. “And then I’ll stand here and watch him as he strides across the street to where he really lives. His church.”

Harriet breathes deeply, trying to shape a response. All these years of puzzling over this difficult sister-in-law. What came first, her dour approach to life or Henry’s desire to flee? It is far too tender a question to speak about openly in the family, but there have been whispers about her refusing Henry his marital rights. What are her secrets? Once Henry told Harriet that Eunice’s father threw a tureen of hot soup on his daughter when, as a young girl, she wore a slightly low-cut dress to dinner. Harriet tries to imagine not only the shock of such a physical scalding but the shame and humiliation the poor woman must have felt. It makes a charitable response easier.

“This is his home, Eunice. With you,” she says.

Eunice makes no reply.

The nurse suddenly appears at the door. “Where have you been?” Eunice demands.

“Taking my breakfast, ma’am.”

Harriet sees the dislike in the nurse’s eyes as she glances at Eunice and then approaches the bed. She has seen the same expression on the faces of several servants in the short time she has been here. There is more than one reason why this house is so cold.

Her gaze travels to her brother. He hasn’t spoken a word since his stroke two days ago. Is she imagining it, or is his breathing more shallow than last night? The doctors know nothing. They stand around the bed and clear their throats and say he is a very sick man, and the outcome is doubtful, although, well, he might regain consciousness.

He “might”? How could that be, when only a few weeks ago, on her last visit, he had entered the parlor in his great melton coat, the cape thrown over one shoulder, a slouch hat covering his long, flowing hair, laughing and having his usual convivial exchanges with friends while she and Eunice provided refreshments? How could someone larger than life be brought down so fast?

“Is there no improvement?”

“No, Mrs. Stowe, I don’t see any, but you never know. I’ve had patients who came back—sometimes only for an hour or so, but they talked away and sometimes they recovered.”

Harriet bends to stroke her brother’s forehead and senses Eunice stiffening. She steps back, quick to cede position. Eunice lifts her husband’s head and begins briskly plumping up his pillows.

“Don’t shake him, Mrs. Beecher,” warns the nurse. “It’s not good.”

“I’m not shaking him.”

Harriet hears the chanting outside first. Moving swiftly to the window, she opens it before Eunice can object.


Beecher, Beecher is my name—

Beecher till I die!

I never kissed Mis’ Tilton—

I never told a lie!



Eunice turns from the bed and put her hands to her ears. “Close that window,” she demands and whirls on the nurse. “Call the police, do you hear? I want that scum outside removed! Now, do you hear? Now!”

The nurse pales, and Harriet can see the indignation—and then the uncertainty—in her eyes as she hurries from the room, eager to be gone as fast as possible. Eunice rushes out after her, running downstairs, her hands still over her ears. Harriet sees her pause only briefly at the polished hardwood telephone box that hangs in the hall. She can imagine the berating the nurse will get on the ground floor for not having used Mr. Bell’s telephone to call the police, but Eunice, clearly, is not interested in making the call herself. Harriet’s pity for her sister-in-law is dissipating rapidly.

Harriet slams the window shut and presses her forehead against the glass. She is having a hard time drawing a deep breath, but not because of that prancing fool in blackface. The angry yell spiraling up from the street, that was Isabella. She knows her sister’s voice.

She moves to the side of her brother’s bed and sinks to her knees. Will she have to protect him against yet another assault? Just remembering him up on that stand in the Brooklyn courthouse, facing mocking lawyers and treacherous friends—it is too much. Bella had no judgment then, and certainly would have none now. What did she hope to accomplish by coming to Brooklyn Heights? She had to be here to put herself somehow at the center of Henry’s dying, that’s what she was about. She was trying once again to force herself to center stage.

Henry moans, and his eyelids seem to flutter. Harriet catches her breath. Will he open his eyes? Look at me just once more, she pleads silently. But his eyes remain closed.

Harriet stands up and pulls a chair close to the bed, still hearing in her head the coarse chant from the sidewalk. There is no way to erase what the trial did to Henry’s life. He has come through it and lived honorably, but the press will be delighted to drag the details out again. There will be no stopping them, of that, she is sure.

Harriet takes a folded washcloth from the bedstand, moistens it with water from a small earthenware pitcher, and presses it to Henry’s cracked lips. It is perhaps a futile gesture, but she has to do something. How much care is he getting from the nurse, she wonders. Or, more to the point, from Eunice.

A memory flashes: Bella turning to her on one occasion when Eunice’s disapproving presence had flattened out a family evening and whispering, “Save us from the sourpuss.” Harriet had giggled into her napkin, delighted with her sister’s mischievous streak. The Bella she remembers from those years would certainly have had something pithy to say about Eunice already planning her wardrobe for the funeral.

But not anymore. Bella’s sense of mischief turned destructive long ago, and what she is most capable of now is something melodramatic and harmful. Had Calvin been right? Harriet cannot forget his comment about Bella’s shocking behavior before the trial. “Hattie, don’t expect anything from Bella. Separate blood breeds separate loyalties,” he had said.

“Are you implying we are not true sisters?” she’d demanded.

“You have different mothers. I’m saying that means different natures.” He had looked tired, as if unwilling to go another round with his strong-willed wife.

“That’s absurd. She’s a Beecher, and Beechers stand together.”

“Well said. But it isn’t happening.”

He was right, of course. But why then, as she sits next to Henry’s shrouded, still form, bracing for his imminent death, does the sound of her sister’s voice almost move her to tears?

Deep in memory, something else stirs, the sound of another angry, spiraling wail. She closes her eyes and grabs again at the flailing fists of thirteen-year-old Bella, trying to hold her close. Poor child, her mother gone. The beautiful, melancholic stepmother who cared not a fig for her stepchildren, but whose death had left Bella bereft. It was strange to soothe her little sister that day, strange to feel again a distant mourning for her own lost mother, and only detachment for the loss of this one.

“Hattie, help me. I’m trying to accept God’s will, but I can’t!”

“You don’t have to.” Harriet’s voice caught.

“No, no, Papa says I grieve too much and it is a sin.”

“He’s wrong.”

Bella’s eyes widened at this apostasy. “But he never is,” she whispered.

“Bella.” Harriet cupped her sister’s chin in her hands and looked her straight in the eye. Even as she spoke she felt her recklessness. Who was she, at twenty-four, to challenge the orthodoxy of her father? But it was what she and Henry talked about, somewhat guardedly, to be sure, for they did not want to hurt or outrage Lyman Beecher. Yet was his vision of a vengeful God the only one in this day and age?

“God will forgive you. Grieving is not a sin,” she said.

How startling to realize, all these years later, why her eyes are indeed filling with tears. The look of gratitude on Bella’s young face, the sense of having lifted a stone from that sister’s heart, had forged a bond of love. Harriet had thought it would last for eternity.







CHAPTER TWO



March 7, 1887, 8:00 a.m.

“HELLO UP THERE!”

The voice Isabella hears from the street is relaxed, deep, confident; all she can hope for now is that the owner of that voice—and the rest of the bowler hats—did not recognize her when she shook her fist and yelled out the window.

“Hello!” comes the yell again.

A laugh, then a chuckle. “You think you’ll coax her back for a friendly chat?” says a voice. “Good luck, fella.”

She can hear other voices now, murmuring in unison from a distance. A prayer vigil for Henry must be under way on Orange Street. She tries to envision the church, hazily remembering a sprawling structure surrounding a placid courtyard. But the inside she remembers quite well. Shaped like an elongated bowl, with tiers of red-cushioned seats rising in a gentle curve almost to the elaborately decorated ceiling, it was richly warmed with ornate stained-glass windows. One could not be in it without feeling a sense of grandeur, especially when it pulsated with Henry’s presence. She had told Henry once that it reminded her of a theater, and he was pleased. Was it still as imposing a place? She hasn’t been inside since Lyman Beecher’s funeral. But the event most vividly etched in her mind took place there in 1858—when Henry astounded his parishioners by auctioning off a young slave girl.



Henry was taking his usual sauntering stroll home from Plymouth Church late one Saturday afternoon that spring, surrounded by the usual crowd of adoring parishioners, neighbors, and tradespeople eager for his attention. Isabella watched from the front door of his house on Hicks Street as he came up the block, his arm draped over the shoulders of an elderly man with a cane, listening intently as the man talked. A health problem, perhaps? Whatever it might be, Henry gave the man his undivided attention and a few comforting words before turning to answer an eager question from a local shopkeeper. His laughter boomed out, carrying down the block to some children jumping rope, who stopped and ran toward him, knowing he always carried candies for them in his pocket. He paused at the foot of the stairs to his home, continuing his conversations, asking questions: How is your mother doing, Mrs. Turnbull? Did she get the blankets sent over from the church? He grasped a neighbor’s hand in warm welcome, laughed at a joke, all the while lounging against the railing as if he had all the time in the world; as if there was nothing he wanted to do more than stand there and talk the evening away. He seemed as hungry for those crowded around him as they were for him.

“Father makes people feel important,” a voice said from behind Isabella. She turned to see young Harry, the eldest son of Henry’s nine children, looking proud and solemn. Behind him a little sister giggled; the boy flushed and walked away.

Indeed, Henry was a magnet for all. His speeches and editorials in The Independent were pored over by clergymen everywhere looking for guidance in the debate over slavery. Members of Congress sought his counsel; brokers on Wall Street came, hats in hand, for his moral advice. No one knit together emotion, religion, and politics better than Henry. It was hardly surprising that Horace Greeley was urging him to run for Congress. Her brother was a giant of a man, Isabella told herself—as much now in the limelight as Harriet. Her heart was full as he bounded up the steps, gave her a hug, and announced to her and their waiting brothers and sisters why he had insisted they come this particular weekend.

“Prepare to be amazed,” he said, his handsome face lit with excitement. “I am holding an auction tomorrow—and I am going to make history!”

He laid out the details as they all sat down to dinner. A young mulatto girl would be dressed in white and brought to the podium to stand next to him. It would be a surprise—no one in the congregation would know what was about to happen until he declared she was up for “sale” to the highest bidder.

“You’ll be criticized for cheapening your ministry with theatrics,” warned their older brother Edward. All turned dutifully in his direction. It was Edward’s job in the family to be cautious.

“There’s reason to be careful, Henry. Some in your congregation think you’re way too radical on slavery already,” Tom said. His tone was more relaxed than Edward’s, but even though he was the least aggressive of the Beecher brothers, his opinion held weight. Frowns passed around the table, coupled with worried looks.

“Nonsense. There’s more danger in being too careful,” Harriet said. Her voice had the extra edge of crisp authority she used to win family arguments.

“Exactly. Who cares if some of them don’t like it?” Henry stabbed at the brisket on the plate before him, not once but twice, with the vigor of a man of considerable appetite. “We need to dramatize slavery. We need to make people know what it means to sell a human being. A child, a wife. Then we need to make them feel what it is like to buy—to wave money and win a piece of flesh.”

“Why from the pulpit? Why not just write an editorial?” protested Edward.

“Not enough,” Henry said, with a dismissive wave of his fork. “I guarantee you, this will bring them to their feet! Why? Because they will move from understanding the brutal power of buying to the shame of knowing what it means to debase the soul. It must be from the pulpit. Otherwise it means nothing. Right, Hattie?” He turned to Harriet, eyes expectant.

“Absolutely,” she said.

“You see?” Henry smiled widely, taking them all in with his gaze.

“I have an idea,” Isabella said, speaking rapidly so the others would take heed. Even though an adult, she was still one of the youngest and least significant of the Beecher clan, and her opinion was rarely sought by her older brothers and sisters. “Her hair—could it be bound up when she mounts the podium? And then released?”

Henry raised an eyebrow and smiled again in appreciation. “Very good, Bella—from constraint to freedom, I like that. You have a dramatic touch, little sister.”

She beamed her pleasure at his praise.

The next morning Henry emerged from the vestry and climbed the steps to the podium with a deliberate, unhurried pace, ignoring the intricately carved chair placed there for him. He looked somewhat unkempt, artless. His pants hung loose on his frame, and his long hair curled over his collar. His face was smooth. He had often said a beard would make him look like other men, and that would never do. He paused, staring out at the packed church, all there waiting for his usual sermon. He turned toward the vestry door and clapped his hands. It opened. A slender mulatto girl dressed in a flowing white gown walked slowly up the stairs and took her place by his side.

“This child is from Virginia,” Henry said. “You may wonder why she is here on this podium with me. Well, her white father wants to sell her.”

The heads of those in the congregation on the edge of dozing jerked up. People began stirring in their seats, whispering to one another.

“Consider, my friends. For what purposes does he want to sell her, do you think?”

For a long moment, as the logical answer to this question sank in, Henry stood still, surveying his congregation. Then he clapped his hands. “So—we will do it for him!” he announced.

People exchanged puzzled glances.

Henry put his hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Ladies and gentlemen, what am I bid?”

Was he joking? Men cleared their throats. One woman pulled out a handkerchief and wiped her eyes.

“This is real,” Henry said. “How much? Will you allow this woman to go back to meet the fate preordained if her father sells her? If not, who bids? Who bids to buy her freedom?”

A prominent lawyer not known for his generosity stood and held up his wallet. “I do,” he yelled. His wife stood next. She hesitated, then unfastened a gold brooch from her bosom and held it aloft.

It took only that for a fever to stir the crowd. Women, watching the girl—little more than a child—began to cry. Men pulled banknotes from their wallets, and some even pulled out pocket watches to toss into the collection baskets now hurriedly being passed around. Isabella herself felt like crying as she unfastened the tiny gold locket she wore around her neck and threw it into the basket. She knew it was the right thing to do, the right sacrifice to make. She then clasped the hands of her daughters, one on each side of her, and pulled them close. Mary was wiggling too much, her usual response to sitting still in church. But Alice was properly disciplined, although little Edward, clutched tightly in his sister’s arms, had begun to whimper. But how glad she was the girls could witness this. Her constant worry was the character development of her children, and no lesson of generosity could be more eloquently taught.

Later, John Hooker called Henry’s performance one of the greatest bits of theater he had ever seen. Isabella was annoyed with him; his amused tone had made Henry’s gesture somehow smaller.

Through the next amazing half hour, the young girl stood still, her eyes cast down. Finally, with money and jewelry bulging from the collection baskets, Henry announced the girl’s freedom was won. He held a heavy chain of shackles over his head. “Do you all know what this is?” he shouted. “You do, don’t you?”

Harriet, sitting in the aisle ahead, turned to Isabella and smiled. She is remembering too, Isabella thought: the vessel filled with shackled slaves on the Cincinnati dock. For months after that day, Isabella had dreamed about the little girl trying to raise her arm. Had she been trying to wave back to the ten-year-old on the dock? What had happened to her? In Isabella’s dream, she was on that boat too, wincing into the sun, her arms hurting from the weight of the iron that seemed to tug her to the deck. To whom was she bound? She tried to see, but her vision was always foggy.

Henry threw the chain to the floor, causing Isabella to jump. “This is what we say about slavery!” he shouted again.

At that moment the girl lifted her eyes and smiled at the crowd, then reached up and released her hair. The auction was over.

There was still sobbing in the room, but Henry broke the spell by descending onto the floor to meet his audience, shaking hands, touching shoulders, murmuring, listening intently. The members of his congregation could not seem to get close enough to him. A young woman with violet eyes and a boater hat thrust forward, touching his lapel, saying something that made him throw his head back, hair flying, laughing heartily.

“We won’t hear any more about Henry sending rifles to Kansas, will we?” It was a man’s voice, pitched low. He was standing in the aisle ahead of Isabella, talking to a shorter version of himself, a man wearing heavy gray gloves—two frowning churchgoers who disapproved of their charismatic pastor, considering him an intemperate abolitionist. Shipping guns off to Northern radicals had been one of Henry’s more exuberantly rash exploits in the last year, and the rumblings were only now quieting down.

“Don’t think so,” the second man said, his voice pitched even lower. “Saving pretty young slaves is much more palatable than being dubbed the Church of the Holy Rifles. Don’t think the board liked that.”

Isabella brushed past them, pretending not to have heard, sweeping past the baptismal font with her son in her arms, the girls rushing to keep up. She hated the cynicism in their voices. Henry, staging this event to blunt criticism of his political beliefs? Ridiculous.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Eunice moving toward Henry, plucking at her shawl with nervous fingers. If she was trying to get within her husband’s range of vision, she was having little success.

Suddenly Harriet thrust herself forward, taking her sister-in-law’s arm with one hand and grabbing the shoulder of her brother with the other. “Henry, Eunice and I think your sermon was splendid,” she said, turning him away from the woman with the violet eyes. “Isn’t that right, Eunice?”

Isabella couldn’t remember how Eunice responded, all she could remember was the firmness of Harriet’s tone. But she did recall turning her head and seeing Calvin Stowe begin to chat with the woman in the boater. She had removed her hat, releasing a cascade of titian curls, and Harriet’s husband had a dazzled look about him as they exchanged pleasantries. He said later that she was a vapid child but eager to find God, and therefore redeemable.



“Hello up there! Won’t you please come to the window?”

The voice from the sidewalk has taken on a lazy, teasing tone. Isabella doesn’t like the idea of being seen as too timid to show her face, but there is no dignity standing in one’s nightshift in front of strangers. She dresses quickly and moves back to the window, finally summoning the courage to look out.

Below her stands a tall man in a shiny black suit, his angular, beardless face tipped up. He catches sight of her and takes off his bowler, sweeping it before him in a mock bow. Then he straightens and grins.

“Hello, Mrs. Hooker. Remember me? Brady Puckett, down here. Brooklyn Eagle. Nice to see you again. Although under such sad circumstances.”



Harriet waits until the flustered nurse is back at her station before leaving her brother’s room. A lone policeman has shown up and talked to the crowd outside, the nurse reports. But he arrested no one, even though Mrs. Beecher demanded that he do so. Then he left and things were quiet again. But there is tension at the breakfast table, she says, and the maidservant named Anna has spilled the tea and Mrs. Beecher is very cross.

“Anna isn’t a servant, she’s my friend,” Harriet says, annoyed. “She came with me.” Knowing Eunice, it was probably unfair to Anna Smith to have brought her to this house, but Anna had insisted. And, if truth be told, there was no sturdier friend to have by her side at this time than the woman who had helped raise her pack of unruly children. Anna was here to help, and she mustn’t be treated like one of the Beecher servants.

“Yes, ma’am, not my business.” The nurse manages to put a little crispness back in her voice, reminding herself she is beholden to no one here and they need her to tend to Reverend Beecher. She is not a servant either.

Harriet stops in the hallway to collect herself. She is exhausted yet unable to sleep as Henry’s life slips away, unable to defuse the tensions of this strange house. Every waking moment seems a repetition of last year’s lonely vigil for Calvin. The children worry about her, she knows. They think a year is long enough to mourn. But she wants to turn to him, to ask for advice, to apologize for every sharp word from her lips, every doubt. Not of love, never of love, but still…At another time, in another place, she would have talked this over with Bella. Now all she feels is a yearning to be back at Nook Farm, that dear community of friends, safe inside her house. Even though it is too dark and too filled with memories, there she can set up her easel and pull out her paint box. There she can put brush to canvas and enter another world.

She closes her eyes, seeing herself opening the box and picking up the tiny seashells stored inside. She will fill each one with a different color of paint and line them up again, her spirits lifted by the colors. It used to be just a pastime, a respite from writing, but now painting occupies much of her time. Spring is coming, and soon the lilies will be blooming and she will paint flowers once more.

Her Hartford home is too quiet now. When there, she can hear every creak as the house bends from the wind, every tick of the clock. Sometimes she hears her dead husband’s step outside the parlor door. She freezes then, paintbrush in hand, unsure whether to turn around. Can the dead really visit the living? Such a silly thought; she knows better. What draws people to believe in such nonsense is beyond her. She will finally turn around and see nothing, and be left feeling only intensified hollowness.

“He’s dead, and there’s no coming back,” her sister Mary said when Harriet shared this feeling with her. That put her head on straight again.

But who can she talk to now about Isabella’s presence?

She will talk to Anna. Anna will have sensible advice.

The dark, narrow hall smells of illness, of medicines, bed linens, and fear. But it isn’t Henry’s dying that permeates this place, it is the sour smell of disappointment. Never once has she heard her much-traveled brother speak yearningly of home. Eunice is right; home has been Plymouth Church. That’s where he caught the winds of change and became the truest spokesman for a kind and compassionate God. Isabella almost managed to rob him of that too. So his marriage is not a haven, his marital home not a comfort. But then neither were the homes in which they both grew up.

Harriet takes a firm grip on the balustrade and starts walking down. If she holds her breath and listens, she can hear again the whooping and hollering of her childhood, even remember the details of the nightly arguments around the dinner table at Walnut Hills after their move to Cincinnati, especially the challenge and anxiety of chewing one’s food as quickly as possible while listening for a place to plunge into the conversation. Always there was Father at the end of the table, his head so large and kingly, his eyes so steady and stern, watching his throng of children fight for their legacy as Beechers. They had all struggled for his approval, but perhaps Henry had struggled the most.



“So, Son,” Lyman said at the dinner table in 1834, the night Henry returned home to Cincinnati from Amherst, finally, after much play and lack of attention to his studies, with a college degree. “I await news of your plans. I assume you have them, of course?”

“A little rest at first, I suppose,” Henry replied, flashing a grin. “For the brain, you know? Studying is quite taxing.”

“Men of character don’t waste time before pursuing their duties,” Lyman replied with a frown. “Give us some news from the East. Is there much talk about colonization?”

“Colonization? Well, the idea of it is bandied back and forth, but the real topic of gossip in Boston now is pantaloons.” Henry was clearly trying to keep a straight face.

“Pantaloons?”

“It’s a sort of female undergarment—for women who want to dress like men, if you will.”

“Undergarment?”

“Yes, sir.” Henry’s face was getting red.

The whole table fell silent as Lyman let his fork clatter to the plate. “I am astonished that such a garment would be a preferred topic over colonization,” he said in the even tone that at one time or another had set every Beecher child’s heart aflutter.

“What is colonization?” Isabella demanded. She was twelve at the time and hated being left out of dinner table conversation.

Father cleared his throat and turned to her, signaling an impromptu lesson for his youngest daughter. “The idea is to send slaves to form colonies in Africa. It is a possible answer to the slavery question; a quite sensible one, in my opinion.”

“The Athenian Society debated colonization versus emancipation last month, Father,” said Henry, wearing the pleased look of weighing in on the family conversation with a little more seriousness than usual.

“And what position did my son the debater take?”

This time it was Henry clearing his throat. “I argued that enforced colonization was no better than enforced slavery,” he said.

“And which side won the debate?”

“The other side,” Henry said with a shrug.

“For good reason,” Father countered.

“Well, but I wasn’t alone. I mean, I hear some of your students would argue the same way, Father.”

Silence again fell over the table. Lyman’s eyes widened, and Harriet wanted to shrink to the size of a pea on her plate. So Henry already knew what was happening at Lane Seminary. The trustees of Father’s school had forbidden any talk of abolition among the seminarians, for fear of losing the financial backing of those in sympathy with the slave trade. The students were shocked when Lyman Beecher, worried that his school might go bankrupt, refused to support them. There was heated talk of abandoning Lane Seminary in protest.

“You would stab me with that?” Lyman pulled himself straight. “I oppose slavery and you know it. I would hope my son would be intelligent enough to realize evil cannot be expurgated by brute force and rude challenge. Have you learned nothing? We need patience.”

“Why?” Isabella suddenly demanded, banging her spoon on her plate for attention. Such a pretty little thing, with her dark, glossy hair and delicate features. She was Father’s pet in those days and did not fear his sternness. “Why can’t we shout and scream when bad things happen? I think Henry’s right.”

“Because it defeats the purpose,” Father replied, then fixed his attention back on Henry. “Do you understand, Son?”

Henry slid down deep in his chair, avoiding his father’s eyes. “It was just a debate,” he said, casting a glance at Harriet. She was his usual champion, the one who could help bolster his courage. But this time she held back. Although he had prevailed, Father looked suddenly quite fragile, offering a swift glimpse of vulnerability that frightened her.



Harriet reaches the first-floor hall, remembering Henry’s depression after that dinner. “He sees through me every time,” he had said later that night as they talked alone. “I’m not sure of anything I think. Why didn’t you support me?”

She tried to tell him how unbearable it was to think of Father as wrong or weak, and how important it was not to hurt him when he was under attack. She consoled her brother, praised him, told him what a fine man he was. And when Henry went off to his room, he was cheered. His swagger was back.

When Father’s best students did indeed abandon him, in 1836, Henry was ready. He jeered at them, said they were crazy to risk their careers, and called them “a little muddy stream of vinegar, trickling down to Oberlin.” That impressed Father.

“He might have the makings of a preacher after all,” Lyman said to Harriet.

She held on to that accolade, giving it to Henry months later—when she thought he needed it, not before.

And yet, how strangely he responded—or so it seemed to her at the time.

“I’m delighted,” he said slowly. “But Father may not stay so approving.”

“Why not?”

“Hattie, let’s be honest. Do you believe his creed of hellfire and damnation?”

“No,” she responded. She had known this in her heart for years.

They looked at each other.

“Nor do I,” he finally said.

This was not something Henry could admit to just anybody; only his most trusted sister would understand. He was not the bravest of young men, not ready for so daunting a move as openly defying his father.

But he had a plan.

“Get the young to love me,” he wrote in a scratchy, urgent hand upon beginning his hardscrabble days as a preacher in Lawrence-burgh, Indiana. His sermons must touch the people, not spout dreary orthodoxy; that was the way to do it. Thank God for Eunice, who gave him the steady guidance that tamed his scattered message and kept it consistent. More than once, he declared to whoever was listening that he was lucky to have married her. At night when he was low and she had spent the day hauling wood and water to their two rooms above a livery stable, she would reassure him and bolster his spirits. He didn’t mention to anyone his discomfort when, by late evening, her support would turn to a fretful complaint that he didn’t spend enough time with her.

Henry was perfectly in tune with a changing world, and his power kept growing. He knew how to embrace the many pleasures and luxuries of modern life without being pained by the burrs of his Calvinist upbringing. He thrilled to the joys of the senses, be they the taste of savory food, the scent of flowers, or the shivery pleasure of seeing the rapt expressions of people drinking in his words. He needed to touch. If he was not gesticulating, mesmerizing an audience, he was reaching out with surprisingly soft fingers to touch a cheek, caress a hand, rub a shoulder.

From the pulpit, he reached out to the strivers of the world who filled his pews because he preached that God hated the sin but loved the sinner, with emphasis on the latter. To be loved was to be popular; to be popular—especially with the women of his congregation—was to be powerful.

Even back then, Harriet sensed that Henry represented the future. She suspected early on that eventually she and her brother would break the chains that held them to their father’s religious and political views. They only needed the right moment to burst free—and that moment came in 1850, with passage of the Fugitive Slave Act. That jolted Northerners awake. There was no looking the other way anymore, no more uneasy mumblings about property rights. Not in the face of a law that allowed any Southern slaveowner to lay hands on any colored man or woman—be they free or escaped slave—on the street of any Northern town and haul them away, claiming the law of the United States of America gave them the right to snatch back these people as property.

Henry jumped on his horse when he heard the news and rode all night from Brooklyn to join his sister in Brunswick, Maine. He arrived at dawn, bedraggled, with bloodshot eyes. For hours the two of them paced and talked and gave vent to their fury, and from their shared anger came a vow: They would both fight for abolition with the tools they had. She had the power of the pen. Years of writing stories, essays, books, anything that would provide money for her family, had honed her skills and her confidence. She would turn these skills now to a greater good. Yes, she would write, he would preach; together they would change their world.

“If we Beechers can’t do it, who can?” Henry cried.



Harriet steadies herself as she stands in the hall, struck suddenly with the fullness of what she is about to lose. She is about to be left without the one person who shared the most galvanizing moment of her life, the moment when she knew in her heart that not only could she do her part to change history but she would.

She sees Anna Smith’s plump body bent over the hearth in the parlor, arranging a vast array of flowers, and notes that began to arrive before the sun rose. Neighbors and parishioners were trudging up the brownstone steps all day yesterday with offerings of food, flowers, and well-meant solace. None of the Beecher servants seems to know what to do with the sudden largesse, and cooked shanks of lamb have turned cold sitting in pots on the parlor carpet while bouquets of lilies lie crushed under baskets of bread. Anna has taken over, the way she did years ago to bring order to the chaotic Stowe family. Now she looks up at Harriet, her pale, matronly face going from cranky to concerned in an instant.

Harriet knows she is about to get a lecture on looking far too tired and in need of rest. “Isabella is here,” she says quickly.

Diverted, Anna’s hand goes to her heart. “Good Lord,” she whispers.

“Be careful not to say a word to Eunice.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. It depends on what she does. What do you think?”

Anna clasps her arms together and opens her mouth, but nothing comes out. They stare at each other.

“Well, there’s not much to do until she makes a move,” Anna finally says.

“I could stand here and rail on about my crazy sister, but it doesn’t do me much good, does it?”

“She never shirked,” Anna says suddenly.

“What do you mean?”

“The time with the ear.”

Harriet nods, patting her friend’s shoulder and quickly moving down the hall to the dining room, not wanting to let on what Anna’s words have unleashed.

Yes, 1852. The furor over Uncle Tom’s Cabin had astonished her. Tens of thousands praised her name and bought her book, but she had never anticipated the level of fury that came from the South. Threats, epithets, hysteria. Might some crazy person hurt her or the children? Calvin soothed her fears. He made a special trip home from Cincinnati to share in the excitement, walking around in his favorite old ratty sweater with a stunned, delighted expression on his face. He told all who came by, quite truly, that he had predicted his wife’s literary success all along. There had been spots of doubt along the way, but as a loyal husband, he didn’t dwell on those. Neighbors and friends were coming and going, and the post each day brought heaps of mail and congratulatory gifts. Harriet could hardly think, let alone deal with such a deluge.

All this made the younger children harder to control than ever, which drove Harriet to distraction. She could not concentrate; she was not a maternal person, and that was the fact of it. The little ones baffled her half the time. Give them what they wanted, and they were sure to want something else. Spank one and praise another, and she would be doing the opposite in an hour, wondering how other mothers managed their children. Her words, praising and scolding, seemed to roll off them like water.

And then she opened the door and saw Isabella waiting on the steps, her own two girls, both of whom looked a little nonplussed when they heard the clamorous shouting of their cousins, in tow.

“Bella?” she said, astonished. Here was her youngest sister, the color high on her comely face, looking as delighted as she had as a child on Christmas morning.

“I heard you were falling into chaos, Hattie dear,” Isabella said, clearly pleased with herself. “Actually, this is wonderful—I get to be the big sister for a change.”

Well, there was no point in pretending she didn’t need help. “I gladly give you the job,” Harriet said gratefully.

Isabella barely had her gloves off before she spotted the baby on the hearth, happily stuffing his mouth with coal dust. She ran to scoop him up just as one of the twins mischievously tipped over the slop jar and pretended to wash her apron in it. Anna scolded the girl and hurried to fill a tub while Isabella peeled off the baby’s clothes.

That done, Isabella hoisted the wailing child into the tub and began scrubbing him with a bar of tallow soap. She seemed not to notice the water seeping up her sleeves, staining her silk shirtwaist.

“Bella, your dress,” Harriet said weakly.

“Oh, fiddlesticks, it will wash. Go deal with whatever you were doing; Anna and I will take care of this.”

Harriet retreated to the kitchen and seated herself at the table. Finally, she could make some headway on the stacks of mail and packages. She began opening a small box on top of the pile. Through the door she saw Isabella lifting the newly scrubbed baby from his bath as she removed the lid of the box. Looking down, she let out a sharp cry.

Isabella and Anna rushed to the kitchen, Isabella holding the naked child in her arms. An inquisitive Mary clamored loudly to see, but Isabella blocked her daughter’s path.

“What happened?” Isabella said at the doorway.

Harriet held the lid in one hand and sat frozen, staring at the contents of the box. She looked up, barely registering her sister’s presence.

“I can’t believe this,” she said in a bewildered tone. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

Isabella handed the baby to Anna and stepped forward. “What’s in the box, Hattie?” she asked gently.

Harriet lifted it up, and Isabella looked inside. The three women stared at something dark and small resting in carefully folded paper. It looked like a piece of dried fruit. A fig, perhaps. A strange thing to send.

Then Isabella gasped. “Oh, this is despicable.”

“So you see what I see. I suppose I’d better get used to being hated.” Harriet was looking less shaken now, and her voice had lost its bewilderment. “Some poor soul paid a high price.”

It was not a fig. It was a dried-up, black human ear. A slave’s ear.

Harriet thrust her hand into the box and picked the thing up between two fingers. With a snort of disgust, she stood and threw it into the cookstove.

“No, Hattie, don’t do that.” Isabella jumped up immediately, grabbed a pair of tongs, and fished it out.

“Why not?” demanded Harriet.

“Because you want to keep it. Every time you look at it you’ll remember why you wrote your book.”

“That’s ghoulish. It doesn’t do the poor person who had it hacked off any good, and what if this is a signal? What if the person who sent this is capable of coming here, of doing something violent to me or my family? What if—”

“Hattie, stop and think. You’re doing what they hope you will do.”

Harriet heard the confidence in Isabella’s voice and steadied herself, taking a deep breath. She could not bear looking at the awful thing, but Bella might be right; maybe her reaction was just what the sender wanted. Then the effort to terrorize her would have worked.

Harriet pushed a strand of hair from her forehead as she reached forward, took the tongs from her sister, and carefully deposited the ear back in the box. It wasn’t easy to defer to her younger, headstrong sister, but this time it seemed warranted.

The three of them stared at the ear.

“It’s a talisman, then,” Harriet said.

“But not an ominous one,” Isabella replied. “The time will come to throw it in the fire, but not while it makes you afraid.”



Harriet reaches her brother’s kitchen, feeling weary and drained. Why is her brain skittering around so, dropping her back in the past? The day has begun too harshly; she does need her tea and toast.





OEBPS/Images/col.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
HARRIET

and

ISABELLA

PaTriciA O’BRIEN






