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Advance praise for Leaving Coy’s Hill


“Powerful and moving, Leaving Coy’s Hill deftly examines the lifelong ambitions and friendships of abolitionist and suffragist Lucy Stone as she balances family and work, personal pain and public responsibilities, the strong pull of home and the prohibitive demands of the road. With an acute sense of place and an assured hand, Sherbrooke gives Lucy Stone the exposition and recognition she deeply deserves while bringing to light buried truths about the underbelly of the women’s rights movement in the United States. A beautiful meditation on advocacy and courage with a heroine who is impossible to forget.”

—Marjan Kamali, author of The Stationery Shop and Together Tea

“What could be more timely than Sherbrooke’s gorgeously fictionalized and page-turning account of Lucy Stone, the first woman in Massachusetts to earn a college degree, to keep her maiden name, and to fight for women’s rights? A stunning look at timeless issues—how we navigate motherhood and career, marriage or staying single, and how we create change in a world that seems to have gone crazy, all told through the lens of one extraordinary heroine.”

—Caroline Leavitt, New York Times bestselling author of Pictures of You and With or Without You

“Sherbrooke taps into the current moment with authenticity and vulnerability, outrage and heartbreak. You’ll shake your head and raise your fist as Lucy Stone, suffragist and abolitionist, fights maddeningly familiar battles—for pay and property, for physical safety and bodily autonomy, for universal rights and freedoms, and to etch her own name into the history books and prove she is no one’s relic. Leaving Coy’s Hill is deeply moving and profoundly relevant.”

—Susan Bernhard, author of Winter Loon

“This propulsive and astonishing story transported me to another era while compelling me to think deeply about questions that are as relevant today as they were in the 1800s: What is equality? What will we sacrifice for our principles? What makes a person whole? Immersed in stunning detail and evocative voices from the past, I came to deeply respect Lucy Stone’s tenacity, admire her passion and eloquence—and love her for her humility and her lasting power. A beautiful story that shines a powerful light on values we still struggle to realize and uphold.”

—Katrin Schumann, author of This Terrible Beauty and The Forgotten Hours

“A powerful and stirring portrait of one of the most influential women in the equal rights movement. Thanks to Sherbrooke’s skillful storytelling, Lucy Stone is no less inspiring today than she was 170 years ago. Don’t be surprised if you find yourself ready to march!”

—Isla Morley, author of The Last Blue and Come Sunday

“With incredible elegance and insight, Leaving Coy’s Hill strikes a perfect balance between historical setting and a rendering of the inner woman. I delighted in Lucy’s character, her quirks, ambition, loves, as well as her friendships and connectedness to important figures of the time. While Leaving Coy’s Hill illuminates the timeless female struggle for equality, tight roping career and motherhood, and achieving financial independence, its crowning achievement is an authentic, poetic voice. Sherbrooke’s language set the clocks back a hundred and fifty years with its soothing, measured cadence. Clear your calendar for this one, it’s an impossible-to-put-down, must read.”

—Jeanne McWilliams Blasberg, author of Eden and The Nine

“Leaving Coy’s Hill is both an intimate, urgent confession by a mother to a daughter and a powerful corrective to the biography of one of our country’s most consequential yet under appreciated reformers. Katherine Sherbrooke has brought the daring, dauntless, silver-throated Lucy Stone to vivid life, giving us a thoroughly modern heroine whose bold vision has still yet to be fully realized more than a hundred years after her passing. An inspiring, provocative read.”

—Christopher Castellani, author of Leading Men

“Lucy Stone is the heroine we all need right now. Author Katherine Sherbrooke brings the real historical figure of Lucy Stone to life as a stubborn and fierce defender of women’s rights and the rights of Black Americans in an 1800’s United States not quite ready for her message. Through her poignant and beautiful story about one woman’s fight for justice two hundred years ago, Sherbrooke quietly reminds us all that the battle still isn’t over.”

—Julie Carrick Dalton, author of Waiting for the Night Song
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For all the women and men who continue to fight for equality





I think, with never-ending gratitude, that the young women of today do not and can never know at what price their right to free speech and to speak at all in public has been earned.

—Lucy Stone, 1893





The root of oppression is the loss of memory.

—Paula Gunn Allen, 1986
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1 CHICAGO WORLD’S FAIR


1893

It has been years since I last spoke in front of such a large crowd. I remove my notes from the credenza, the pages fluttering in my hand. It’s not nervousness that makes my hands tremble but rather a familiar excitement. The chance to inspire a crowd of young people is a gift for an old woman like me.

Alice rushes about our rooms, collecting my hat and coat, seeing to everything I need. I haven’t told her that the pain in my abdomen is almost unbearable this morning, that I fear I might never recover my full energy again—there’s no use worrying her when we are so far from home with little to be done about it. But it makes today’s announcement all the more important. I should have promoted her to editor in chief of The Women’s Journal months ago. The rigor of the job has been too much for me for some time, and she has certainly proven herself. At thirty-six, she’s a smart and capable woman, a persuasive writer, thoughtful in her assessments and never hesitant to share a well-considered opinion. She’s never had to bend her beliefs to please a husband. Not that she ever would. I was the same at that age. My convictions were all I had.

I can already picture her delight when she hears the news, how her hand will fly up to her mouth to cover the toothy grin she’s never liked, how the tears will stream from her eyes. I can hear the enthusiastic applause of the audience and envision the nodding heads of thousands of subscribers across the country when they read of the change. They know our reliable assistant editor is more than ready to take the helm from me. I’ve dared to imagine this day for years, and I can’t deny an overwhelming sense of pride that it has finally arrived.

A knock rattles our door, and Alice dutifully goes to see who might be calling so early in the day. She returns with a telegram in hand, her face pale.

“What is it?” I ask, pushing myself up from my chair, my spine gone cold.

“Johannes.” She lowers herself onto a window seat, her eyes fixed on the paper in her lap.

It’s always bad news that travels fast. I wait for her to put words to it.

“He says he needs to set sail earlier than planned,” she says, looking up at me. “He wants me to come with him.”

“To Armenia?” The words tumble out before I can control the panic in my voice.

“This is a proposal.” She smiles into her hand as her cheeks turn pink.

I had no idea it was so serious. Alice and I work together every day, and yet she has said little to me about this man. Perhaps she thinks I’m too old to have useful insights. Or does she simply not value my counsel?

“Is it what you want?” I try this time to keep judgment out of my voice.

“I don’t know. How does one know such a thing?”

Time presses in on me. I had hoped to present her with her future today, and I will admit I was anticipating the relief of putting the paper into such capable hands. The room wobbles on a wave of nausea. She looks toward the clock on the mantle.

“We’d best be off, or you’ll be late for your speech.” She snatches her coat from the rack by the door and takes my arm as we head for our carriage. She shortens her gate to match mine.

We find the Women’s Pavilion among the acres of exhibits, canals, and attractions of the fair and enter the auditorium through the door behind the stage. When Alice parts the curtain, the applause rushes at us, and I wonder for a moment if we have interrupted someone else’s remarks. She cups my elbow and guides me to the dais. Hundreds of people fill the seats, their smooth faces looking up at me. This is what will make the 1,000 rattling miles from Boston to Chicago worth it. My body is too much of a burden for that kind of travel anymore.

I scan the audience until I find my touchstone. I’ve always done this, picked out one person in the room to use as a bellwether for how my message is being received. I’m not used to having so many friendly faces to choose from. In the early days, I would often have to utilize a snarling bearded man as my measuring stick. But even that would suffice. Today I find a young woman about ten rows back who looks quite a bit like I did in my youth. She is petite, with thick brown hair pulled neatly off her face, and her smile accentuates pleasantly rounded cheeks. She even has my bright gray eyes. I decide to name her Hope.

I look down at my prepared remarks, entitled “The Progress of Fifty Years,” and wonder if I should use this time to deliver an entirely different speech. Perhaps I should raise the question of whether what we’ve achieved can be called progress at all if women are forced to decide between professional opportunity and love. Which will Alice choose?

Hope unfolds and refolds a handkerchief in her lap. She is anxious for me to begin, is perhaps even worried that I will falter. I owe her the talk she came to hear. I grip the podium, scan my notes, and speak:

“Three years even before the last fifty marks the beginning of true progress—with the opening of a door, the door to education. When the first college in this country decided to allow women, it finally gave our sex access to the tree of knowledge, to a root system that could nourish our starving minds.”

I remind Hope that once the spread of truth and knowledge began, it could not be stopped. Professional barriers were the next to fall. I tell her of my great friend Nette, who was the first female to be ordained as a Protestant minister, and Elizabeth Blackwell, the first female doctor licensed in the country. Hope is smiling and nodding; she is with me now.

I note the many guilds and organizations available to women and, perhaps most importantly, how the right for us to speak in public at all was won. Rows of shoulders relax into my words as they pour forth. Heads bob up and down with satisfaction.

That’s when I see her, sitting in the front row of the balcony. How did I not notice her bright red shawl and wire-rimmed glasses earlier? Susan B. Anthony, as thin and prim as ever, her power undiminished by her years. Once my dear friend and most trusted ally, here she is, listening to me speak of our shared history, of the accomplishments we worked so hard together to achieve. It’s kind of her to be here, but I cannot deny that the old anger still rankles, and I work hard to keep it out of my voice. I do not want her to know that I see her. I understood from the beginning that fighting for women’s rights would not be easy work, that my own version of right and wrong would cost me friends. But never did I expect to lose this friend.

Over breakfast, I read in the morning paper an article entitled “Ms. Anthony Charms in Chicago.” According to the article, Susan was well received here yesterday and gracious in her remarks. She passed the credit for the founding of our great women’s movement onto four women, putting my name on a list that didn’t include her own. We’ve learned to be good to each other in public. And yet we’ve been unable to forgive each other.

And how extraordinary, really, that neither of us is likely to survive long enough to walk into a booth and cast a proper vote. That will be a bitter pill for her. It is everything to her.

Hope’s gaze implores me to go on. I summon my thoughts into a stream of words, coaxing them to flow through the auditorium. I will admit that I was blessed with a voice for this work. With a little practice, it’s easy to speak loudly enough so those in the back row don’t have to strain to hear. Doing so while not overwhelming the front row is the trick. No one likes a woman who yells. But they say I was born with a voice like a babbling brook, soothing to hear even as it cuts a new path into the silt of an unsuspecting mind.

I try not to grimace as I gather in my breath, the pain in my side thrumming.

I glance at my prepared remarks again and hesitate. I’ve arrived at the moment when I was planning to share the example of progress nearest to my heart, the success of The Women’s Journal as one of the longest running papers in our country and the only one devoted entirely to women’s rights, the moment when I had planned to introduce Alice as its new editor in chief.

But I can’t do that now. She might think I’m trying to force a decision on her that’s not mine to make. How ironic that such a hard-won opportunity might now be seen as a burden, an obligation she no longer wants because of the pull of a more traditional life. Why is it that her potential husband—any husband—never has to make that choice?

I turn over the papers in front of me and close my remarks instead with my most deeply held belief, that what we need most of all to continue our progress is to speak the truth fearlessly. Where I found that courage at so young an age, I don’t know. But as Susan once said, “It is not bravery when you know you’re right.”

I look up to her before I can stop myself, and she tips her head at me—an entreaty to mend what divides us?

Alice is at my side then, steadying me against the sudden explosion of applause. Hope is on her feet, as is everyone around her. Tears rush down her cheeks and drip into her bright smile. A familiar joy swells in my heart, the sense that maybe I have changed one mind, moved one detractor, made one woman’s place at her own dining table a more respected seat. That is all I have ever wanted.

I look into the balcony again to share the moment with Susan, but she is already gone.



Back in our rooms, I lean into a soft pillow and drag my aching feet onto the settee. I am exhausted and unsettled in equal measure.

“What do you plan to do?” I ask, trying to find a gentle way back to our earlier conversation.

“I was thinking I should call on that fellow Harding this afternoon and finally grant him an interview with you,” Alice says. “You must have seen Susan in the balcony today. Wouldn’t it be the perfect time to set the record straight?”

“You know where I stand on that issue.”

“It still makes no sense to me. Why should she be unfettered in writing history in the way that best suits her?”

Alice and I have been having this debate for years, ever since Susan and Elizabeth Cady Stanton published the first volume of the History of Woman Suffrage more than a decade ago, a book that essentially removed me from the story.

“I meant about Johannes,” I say.

“Oh.” She gazes out the tall window, which is closed against the soft drizzle outside and the throngs of carriages and umbrellas clattering below. “I do adore him. But I don’t know how we could manage. He has his work, and I have mine.”

“Work isn’t always the best substitute for companionship. That I know from experience.”

“So, you think I should go?” She speaks with surprise and something like excitement in her voice. “What about the Journal?”

I’m unsure how best to answer that. Pretending I could readily find a replacement would dramatically underestimate her value. I don’t know of another woman in the country with the skills and experience she has. But telling her the truth—that I can’t imagine the paper surviving without her after I’m gone—might limit her freedom to make the best choice for her.

“Would Johannes ever consider moving here?”

“His work is in Armenia. He feels responsible for helping to keep their culture alive. It would be hard for him to be anywhere else.”

“It’s difficult to compete with a passion like that. You might always feel second to his work.” The pull of my own work has tested my priorities more than I’m sometimes willing to admit.

“I knew you’d be against it,” she says.

“That’s not what I said. But you have to weigh whatever you want right now against what you might have to give up. Sacrifice can put enormous strain on a relationship.”

She pulls a chair close to mine. “You had to make the same choice once. Tell me how you decided.”

I lean back, trying not to grimace. It’s such a personal question.

“This isn’t about me. This is about your life,” I say.

“You said in your speech today that women can’t truly move forward unless we understand the hurdles of the past, the limits that were put on us, the breakthroughs, the consequences borne. Why do you refuse to speak of your own?”

Her tone pains me. It isn’t argumentative so much as the plea of a thirsty traveler wondering if a small sip of water is too much to ask of someone holding an overflowing jug.

My good friend Frederick Douglass taught me that personal stories have the greatest impact. He encouraged me when I was new to the speakers’ circuit to include human stories in my anti-slavery speeches, like the story of the escaped slave I met in Cincinnati who broke her own daughter’s neck rather than hand her over to the slave hunters who had caught them. He said I must also speak aloud of the nursemaid in Alabama who was repeatedly raped while her babe slept nearby. No one wants to hear these things, which is exactly the point. Mr. Douglass understood that laws ending slavery would not erase the premise that a negro’s life, free or not, was considered inferior. Only by revealing individual hardships and triumphs do we come to truly care about one another. I’ve tried to infuse every lecture I’ve ever given with this idea, and yet my own stories have always felt too personal, or too specific, or both.

And how would Alice judge the choices I’ve made? Am I ready to admit to my mistakes, tell her how some of my most important relationships were damaged along the way? I couldn’t bear to have her think less of me. And would those stories turn her away from our work? From attempting a life with Johannes? Which would I wish for her? My stomach churns again, and I shift my weight to my left side, trying to quell the spark of pain shooting through my abdomen.

“You don’t really want to hear about all that,” I finally say.

“I do,” she says. “Now more than ever.”

She takes off her shoes and tucks her feet beneath her skirts, the way she always does before diving into a favorite book of poetry. She is both relaxed and eager, attentive and entirely patient, a mixture of attributes I have long envied. I glance at the clock as it ticks relentlessly on. I know there are other speeches she plans to attend, scores of exhibits she wants to see.

“We have time,” she says. “Tell me.”






2

It’s not easy to know where to start, Alice. This is new territory for me. What fragment of my life is worthy of note as a stepping-stone to a larger decision? Which decision won’t make sense unless you know all that came before?

You already know that growing up under a staunch abolitionist played a central role in my childhood—it wasn’t fashionable at the time, even in the North, and my father was as firm in his hatred of slavery as he was in his love of whiskey. And watching my eldest brothers head off to college before I turned ten sparked in me a burning desire to follow that path, even though no colleges accepted women at the time. But you asked about the choices I made regarding marriage, why I avoided it at all costs for so long, why I even considered it, and that story can only begin in one place—on the day my cousin Abigail got married. Up until then I was just a girl on a farm.

How I loved that farm! The morning was my favorite time, driving out the cows with Old Bogue wagging by my side. My brother Luther was supposed to share this chore with me, but he was afraid of the dark. So I often rose before dawn to enjoy the solace of the last star in the brightening sky. The climb up Coy’s Hill invigorated my senses, and once at the top, I could see from our sheep pasture all the way to the apple orchard. Our acreage was an eternity to me, the rocky outcroppings of Coy’s Hill my own personal castle. Anything was possible standing atop the edge of the world while everyone else was still asleep.

Abigail’s wedding day rolled in on a wave of gray. The drizzle pecked at my cheeks and clung to Old Bogue’s fur, but it could not dampen my excitement. I’d never been to a wedding before. I wondered how Abigail would feel putting on the dress she’d shown me—fashioned by her mother from a bolt of pale silk the color of the sky in winter, wispy white with only a hint of blue. I had never seen such fine fabric.

When I asked Abigail if she was nervous, she told me Jeb seemed nice enough and that her mother had said she would grow fond of him over time. Besides, not much would be changing. They were going to build their own cottage at Plum Tree Farm so Jeb could help Abigail’s father. She would still be able to ride her horse, Willow, on their favorite trails every day, and I could still visit whenever I pleased. I didn’t understand the point of it all, but at only twelve, I figured there was a lot about marriage I didn’t understand.

Despite my anticipation, the wedding ceremony was unremarkable, with three hymns, a reading from the minister, and the speaking of the vows. Mama and all the older women in the congregation dabbed at their eyes as promises were made. I kept my eyes on the groom, hoping he might smile. Above all, I wanted Abigail to be marrying a kind man.

Father drove us back to Plum Tree Farm, the ropey veins in his forearms protruding as he whipped and steered the horses. Despite the overcast skies, the breeze was blowing from the direction of summer, and the grass soon dried. Five or six families came to Plum Tree to enjoy a rare afternoon of leisure. After Luther and I had our fill of rhubarb pie, I wandered down to the barn to visit Willow. He would have missed his daily ride that day, and I was sure he would appreciate some company.

Abigail had taken care of him entirely for the past ten years, from the time she was nine years old and he was a newborn colt. She named him after her favorite tree on account of his skinny legs. No one thought he would amount to much, but she’d seen strength in those tiny legs, like branches that can bend in on themselves without snapping. Sure enough, Willow had grown into a fine young horse. The way she rode him, they were two parts of the same body. They’d been inseparable for as long as I could remember.

Just before I reached the entrance of the barn, I heard a sputtering sound, the unmistakable gulps of someone trying to breathe through sobs. The pitch of the weeping told me it was Abigail. I ran the remaining distance to the door, but at first I didn’t see her when I peered inside. I followed the sounds to Willow’s stall and found her curled up on a pile of hay in the corner, her dress crumpled around her.

“What is it?” I asked, kneeling beside her.

It was some time before she could speak.

“He’s gone,” she said, and broke into a fresh set of sobs.

“Jeb?” I asked. But I had just seen him up by the house, celebrating.

She shook her head and whispered his name, grimacing with the pain of it. “Willow.”

“Willow?” I suddenly realized that Willow wasn’t in the stall with us and that I hadn’t seen him out grazing. Had he taken ill? Had there been some kind of accident?

Abigail was crying too hard to say more. I stroked her back and waited, trying to swallow what felt like a clump of hay lodged in my throat.

Finally, Abigail sat up and rubbed her face, blotchy and wet. She exhaled a great breath of air and swept her hand over her tangled hair before she spoke.

“Jeb sold him,” she said.

“What? How can that be?”

“I guess Jeb had some debts. He promised my father he would settle them right away, so we could start fresh.” Abigail’s words were slurred with fatigue. “A man came while we were at church. I didn’t even get to say good-bye.”

She broke down again, and I pulled her to me, trying to make sense of it.

“Did you tell your father? Surely he can fix this.” While Uncle Joseph teased Abigail for her attachment to Willow—“Horses are for pulling things,” he’d say—I knew he had his own favorites in the barn. He always said that Banshee and Vulcan knew what field to dig into before he even hitched them to the plow. He wouldn’t let his daughter’s horse be sold for some cluster of coins.

“Father said it is my husband’s right to do what he thinks is best with his property, and it is my duty to support him,” she said, clearly reciting his words.

“But Willow is your property.”

“Not anymore.” She looked small then, as if the hay might swallow her.

None of it made any sense. Question upon question piled up in my mind.

“Mother says once I have children, I won’t have time for horses anyway, and my heart will be full again.” A new rush of tears brimmed over her lashes. “But I don’t know what I’ll do without him.”

How could her parents have known about this and allowed it to happen? And how could Abigail possibly live with Jeb now? I clutched Abigail tighter, overwhelmed by the sense that until that moment I had been seeing the world around me through a mist as thick as the low-lying fog that accompanies a summer storm. I hadn’t tried hard enough to see the details for what they were: the animal-like grunts that came from Mama’s bed some nights, her helpless whimpers seeping through my wall; Father’s refusal to allow Mama the smallest sum of money, even though she had earned a significant share of it herself.

I pulled my right hand into a fist and tapped it against my thigh, something Mama had taught me to help control my temper. Abigail shook as she wept. I knew there were no words of comfort I could offer, but something had to be done to get Willow back.

After a long time, Abigail’s weeping slowed. She lifted her head off my shoulder and settled back down into Willow’s sleeping corner. I covered her with a riding blanket and kissed her forehead, the way Mama always did when putting me to bed. I backed out of the stall as quietly as I could.

I ran home through the woods that separated Plum Tree Farm from ours. I hadn’t let my own sobs escape me when I was with Abigail, but now I allowed the fury to explode out of my throat in a high-pitched mix of fear and resolution, like a fox warning off prey. My pace quickened the more I thought about what had just happened. Father said our country was intended to put everyone on equal footing. Surely there were laws to protect against a cruel act like Jeb’s.

Abigail needed to understand her rights. And I knew just who to ask.



Mr. Merrill was the local judge, or at least he used to be. He’d stopped going to the courthouse a few years back and was lonely for conversation, I think. I walked by his house every afternoon on my way home from school, and he would often call out to me and invite me up to his porch for a glass of lemonade and ask me what I was studying in class. He told me stories about the cases he’d tried and especially liked it when I asked questions.

“Now, you’re a smart one, aren’t you?” he’d say, before adding, “It’s a shame you weren’t born a boy. You could have made a fine lawyer.”

Mr. Merrill wasn’t in his favorite rocking chair on the porch that afternoon. I strolled slowly past the kitchen window, twice, but even that didn’t raise a call from within. I’d never stepped onto the front stoop uninvited but decided my questions couldn’t wait. I knocked.

Mrs. Merrill opened the door.

“Hello, Lucy. How nice to see you,” she said, wiping floured hands on her apron.

“I’m sorry to disturb, but is the judge home?”

When Mr. Merrill finally appeared, he smiled at me while trying to smooth an unruly patch of gray hair atop his head. His wool pants were slightly wrinkled, and I suspected I might have interrupted him in the middle of an afternoon nap.

“What brings you here on this fine day?” he asked, sitting in the rocking chair beside me and pulling out a pouch of tobacco for his pipe.

“I was wondering,” I started, unsure how to begin. I decided to get right to the point. “What are the laws of marriage? Specifically, as they apply to the rights of the wife.”

He raised his eyebrows as the flame from his match bobbed above the pipe.

“You’re a bit young to be worried about that, aren’t you?”

“This isn’t for me. It’s just—” I wasn’t sure how much to say. My parents warned us all against telling stories that were not ours to tell. Gossip could be like a worm that, when multiplied, destroys a whole crop. “Something happened that I’m trying to understand, is all. And I was wondering what your ruling would be if the problem came before you as a judge.”

“Ah,” he said, nodding. “I heard about the Lamberton trouble. Upsetting business. I’m sorry you had to hear about it.”

I didn’t know what he meant. The Lambertons lived farther out of town than we did. Mr. Lamberton had a reputation for taking too hard to the bottle and neglecting the farm. My mother sometimes gave Mrs. Lamberton a brick of cheese for free when her pantry was empty, and we’d hosted all the children for supper more than once. She always seemed intensely grateful for the kindness and equally ashamed by the reality of needing it to feed her own family. As awful as that all was, I had the feeling he was talking about something else.

“And you, Miss Lucy, would like to know what the repercussion would be in court for Mr. Lamberton.”

No one else called me Miss Lucy. It made me feel grown-up and capable of understanding his detailed legal explanations, which was important, because he rarely substituted small words for complicated ones just because I was twelve.

“Most of the laws of the Union, not to mention our customs, are based on the common laws of England, and I’m afraid that a husband has long had the right to beat his wife with an instrument of reasonable size.”

Beat his wife? I couldn’t control the look of surprise that must have jumped onto my face. My stomach clenched as something threatened to rise from my memory, but I pushed it aside. I couldn’t allow myself to be distracted from the conversation at hand.

“The use of the word ‘reasonable’ is ludicrous, I know. There is a famous case, in 1782, where a Judge Buller determined that any whip, switch, or even piece of wood, as long as it is not much thicker than his thumb, could be considered reasonable.” He chuckled. “That caused quite an uproar, every woman within a stone’s throw of the courthouse demanding to see the size of his thumb. Can you imagine?”

Mrs. Merrill placed two glasses of lemonade and a small plate of sugar cookies on the table between our chairs, then stepped back and put her hands on her hips.

“Are you upsetting the child, William?” she asked.

“She came for the facts, dear. I will continue to give her the facts.” He took another long pull off his pipe. Mrs. Merrill shook her head and went back inside.

“As I was saying,” he continued, “we have these same laws here in our Union, except, I am pleased to say, in this fine commonwealth. Judge Sewall of Salem, back in 1696, I think it was, declared that married women should be free from bodily harm. So according to Massachusetts law anyway, corporal punishment of a wife is not permitted.”

Hope blossomed in my chest.

“So, Mrs. Lamberton has a case against her husband, then?”

“I’m afraid this is where practical matters require great caution, Miss Lucy. Mrs. Lamberton would likely be no better off even if she did prosecute the case. I had a similar case come to me, back in 1821, Mrs. Granger v. Mr. Granger, with an allegation of wife-beating and a request for legal divorce. The wife-beating portion was easy to prove—her sister lived with her and had witnessed countless episodes. But Blackstone’s law would ensure that were she to separate from her husband, she would lose everything.”

“Blackstone’s law?” I put the glass of lemonade I’d been clutching back on the table.

“Feme covert, it’s called. As soon as a woman is married, everything she owns becomes her husband’s possession. She has no right to land or income. Mrs. Granger came into her marriage with more than two hundred acres of inherited land and a small fortune her father had made in the spice trade. It all belonged to Mr. Granger by law. I had to counsel her that separating from him would have made her destitute.”

“Everything becomes his?”

“It’s what the law stipulates.”

“So, if Mrs. Granger owned, hypothetically, a herd of cattle before she was married, her husband would have the right to sell them once they got married?”

“I suppose if he wanted to do that, yes, he could.”

“And if she hadn’t married?”

“Feme sole, that’s called. As long as a woman is an adult, she can inherit her family’s possessions and they are hers to keep.”

My hope for Abigail shriveled. Willow wouldn’t be coming back, and there was nothing I could do. By marrying Jeb, she’d essentially given Willow away. I gripped the arms of the rocker with both hands. And what about Mrs. Lamberton? Surely she couldn’t be forced to live with a man who beat her? Massachusetts law at least said that wasn’t legal. And in her case, there wasn’t much in the way of possessions to leave behind. Besides, worldly goods are no measure of a person’s soul, Mama always says.

“If Mrs. Lamberton were willing to start over, to find a new home, she could plead her case and get away from her husband?” I asked.

“Technically, but then we come to the children. Again, the laws do not complement each other well. She would have to be willing to leave her children behind.”

“Why would she have to do that?”

“Women have no claim to their children, I’m afraid,” he said gently.

The Merrills’ porch blurred. The Lamberton children belonged to their father more than to their own mother? We belonged more to Father than Mama? But she had birthed us, nursed us, made our clothes, fed us, tended to us when we were sick. How could that be? No wife was ever free to leave if she couldn’t take her children with her. Something again pricked at the surface of my memory, but I tamped it down.

Judge Merrill let out a sigh. “Mrs. Merrill is right. I am upsetting you. You have no need to worry about this, Miss Lucy. All you need to do is be sure to find a good man of your own. Then you won’t have to worry about any of these problems.”

The black tendril of an oncoming headache unfolded from my spine and began to wind its way around the back of my skull.

“I have to get home. Thank you for seeing me,” I said, and hurried off the porch.



By the time I arrived back at our farm, all the laundry had already been hung out to dry, and Mama was cleaving a chicken in two in the kitchen.

“There you are, Lucy. I’ve been wondering when you might turn up.” Her voice was cheerful despite how tired she looked, the patches below her eyes the color of pond water.

We all worked hard, but no one as hard as my mother. She was barely five feet tall, and fiercely strong from all the churning, straining, molding, and pressing that occupied much of her day. When she wasn’t making or selling cheese, she was weaving, mending, washing, and cooking. I don’t recall ever seeing her sit down with the sun high in the sky outside of church, not until we’d all finished the evening meal and gathered around the hearth to listen to Father read aloud. Even then she toiled, a pile of mending in her lap, her needles flashing in the firelight.

And with all of Mama’s hard work, she had nothing to keep for herself. She was forced to ask for coins to buy fabric for our clothes or yarn for the loom, permission Father rarely granted. He was king in our house, my mother treated like a peasant. I wanted to tell her to fight back. I wanted to pound my father’s chest and tell him to change the rules. But I also understood for the first time how much the rules benefitted him. Even he said that those whom laws and custom benefit are the slowest to opt for change, regardless of harm to others. He had taught us that the seeds of moral depravity were born from the instinct to cling to power. Slavery not only imprisoned negroes, he said, but also shackled the hearts of slave owners to a power they never should have been granted, and one they would never willingly give up. Was marriage any different?

“You don’t look well,” Mama said as I leaned against the butcher block. “Do you feel ill?”

“I’ve decided something, Mama.” I steadied myself, determined to keep any hint of hysteria or drama out of my voice.

She waited.

“I am never going to get married.” The words felt good in my mouth.

“Oh dear, I know you’re upset about Abigail, but good things come of making a family together. You’ll see.” She reached out to stroke my hair.

“No, Mama. I mean it. Not ever. I promise.”

In our house, promises were not taken lightly. Your word was all you had in the end, Father would say.

“Oh, my dear girl,” she said, and hugged me to her. She knew I meant it.
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I can tell you now that my life took on a lonely tone after my declaration not to wed. There were no more visits to Willow’s stall with apples for his feed bag. I tucked notes inside the saddle that still hung in the barn, Abigail’s strained replies a reminder of how little of her life belonged to her anymore. While I once happily filled my days with school, helping Mama in the cheese cellar, exploring the rocky nooks of Coy’s Hill with Luther, working the loom with my older sisters, and listening to Father read aloud at night from the abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator, my waking hours were now dominated by a determination to create a life free from dependence on any man. I knew this meant furthering my education so I could earn my own way, and I even dared to dream of working on behalf of anti-slavery activities. Perhaps more than anything, I dreamed of one day making my father proud. I yearned to show him that a daughter could have as much worth as a son, that I could further the cause most important to him if given the chance. Ironically, this required defying him at every turn. He believed there was no reason for a girl to be educated beyond reading, writing, and simple arithmetic. A woman’s place was in the domestic sphere, raising children and keeping house. Anything else was unthinkable, and both of my older sisters were willing to oblige. I wasn’t surprised when Eliza, with her kind nature and pleasant countenance, accepted the first proposal she received. But even Rhoda, who shared my love of reading and encouraged me in my schoolwork, married before turning twenty. They both assured me that their husbands-to-be were fine men, nothing like Jeb. But what had my mother thought of my father before she was confined beneath his roof? As the number of women in our house dwindled, I announced my intention to go to college. Father asked Mama if I had gone mad.

Suitors came but were turned away, each one causing my mother further distress as she watched my marrying years come and go. And the tension in the house increased with each of my efforts to further my future, my father somehow blaming my mother for her inability to inspire in me the desire for a more traditional life. It pains me now to think of the burden I must have been to her, but I was not willing to sign up for a life of servitude simply to appease them. I sometimes wondered if my mother didn’t want more for me, hadn’t wanted more for herself, but I knew that was a bit like wondering if a tree questions its value as a provider of shade and fruit. She was selfless in every way, and I could not fault her for that.

At a starting teaching salary of a dollar fifty per week, it took me until the age of twenty-five to save enough to enter college. And the hard-earned difficulties of Oberlin were no match for the long years afterward spent on the road lecturing on my own. While I made the acquaintance of some dear friends and colleagues along the way, it was a mostly solitary life. I never really questioned if it should be otherwise. Until I met Harry.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. What I’m trying to help you understand, Alice, is that as lonely as I may have been all those years, my views on marriage, which began to form the day of Abigail’s wedding, only hardened as I grew older. The more I achieved on my own, the more I was determined not to risk losing any of it. You see, I had diligently forged the armor of my solitary fight, a battle wholly unsupported by my parents, a lone struggle against the many institutions bent on holding me back. You need to understand what it was like if you are to fully appreciate my reluctance to link my future to any institution that would constrain me, marriage among them. Even Oberlin, one of the first colleges to throw open its doors to nurture young women, proved to be unfertile ground for much change. They were determined to prune all wild roots lest a unique flower be allowed to blossom.

I remember a morning during my junior year as clearly as I see you now. I was taking breakfast with John Langston, a newer student from Pennsylvania whose company I enjoyed and whose schedule was as demanding as my own. Most of the ladies in my dorm had their tuition fully funded, giving them hours of leisure time on campus, and most were six or eight years my junior. Needless to say, we didn’t have much in common. But Mr. Langston, the son of a free blacksmith from the West Indies, shared my love of philosophy and my distaste for the religious requirements on campus. Our political views were also aligned, which was rarer at Oberlin than I had hoped. For such a progressive institution—also the first in the country to accept negroes—most students were decidedly moderate when it came to the kind of social change required not only to force the end of slavery but to remake society in its aftermath.

“Bacon this morning, Mr. Langston? Is it your birthday?” I sat down with my bowl of oatmeal. The smell coming from his plate was divine.

“I told you I’ve been saving for something special. I have an oral examination in chemistry today, so I reckon it’s as good a time as any. May I offer you half?”

“I couldn’t possibly.” I felt a bit like Old Bogue, begging scraps. I had no idea before leaving home how lucky we’d been to have meat every day, and more fresh produce than we could possibly consume. “Unless you insist on teasing me by leaving it uneaten.”

“I think I just lost my appetite,” he said quietly, glancing over my shoulder.

I turned to see Mrs. Mahan shuffling our way, the broomstick of her neck teetering above her tight corset. She walked as if the mummifying accessory continued below her knees. Her face might have been quite lovely were it not so often pinched in an expression of one trying to determine the source of an unpalatable odor.

“Miss Stone,” Mrs. Mahan said, coming to a halt at our table. “It has come to my attention that you failed to attend Sunday services. Please explain yourself.”

“I was heeding your decision from last week, ma’am.” I was careful to maintain eye contact with her. “You said women cannot attend services without their bonnet.”

“I see. You insist on continuing this debate? Please report to the Ladies’ Board at four P.M.”

“I have a grammar class to teach from four to five.”

“Perhaps you should have considered that before defying regulations. Find a substitute. We will see you at four.” She carefully spun herself around and shuffled out of the dining hall.

I bit down on the inside of my cheek, wondering why it was always the women who were hardest on other women? President Mahan seemed a lovely and fair-minded man who kept in high regard the best interests of his students. His wife, on the other hand, seemed only interested in her own place in things, especially anything that involved sitting atop the pecking order of college wives.

“Her eye is never far from you, it seems,” John said. “As my father always says, ‘The rule makers stay closest to the rule breakers.’ ”

“And as you and I have discussed many times, the truth of the human condition must be prioritized above all, including the rules.”

“And what human condition ails you, other than risk of death due to boredom from the insufferable length of Sunday services?”

“I’m certain the bonnet I’m forced to wear brings on my migraines. I petitioned them last week to allow me to attend without one, and before I could explain, Mrs. Mahan banged her gavel and said, ‘No lady is allowed to attend services who doesn’t wear a bonnet.’ So I took her literally and didn’t attend.” I allowed a smile to creep onto my face.

“Clever,” he said, his smile matching my own, “but risky.”

“The trouble is that the cause of the migraines is real. I looked it up in the library. The temporal lobe is located right where the edge of a bonnet touches my head. In order to keep it on, the tightness is too much. But the Five Wives will never believe that.”

We all called the women who ran the Ladies’ Board the Five Wives, as they were the betrothed of the president, the provost, the reverend, and two head professors. The board approached with gusto their task of ensuring proper decorum among the ladies of the school. One such effort came in the form of mandatory weekly lectures on comportment, topics such as how much time was proper to spend with male students, under what circumstances specifically we should and should not fraternize, and how to interact in a classroom environment while maintaining the demeanor of a lady. I preferred my dish-washing duties.

“Bring the text with you to explain the science and bring the bonnet in question. Proof is a powerful thing,” John said.

“And if they tell me to buy a bigger bonnet?”

“Then the truth will suffice.”

“Good thinking,” I said. We both knew I couldn’t afford one.



To my delight, John’s advice proved excellent. The Five Wives found that while they could not under any circumstances excuse me from church, they could make an exception to the covered head rule, with the understanding that I would always enter the church last and sit in the back. This meant that I would be last into the church, first out, and had escaped with no detention. I almost couldn’t believe my good fortune.

Mrs. Mahan then added with a flourish, “Mind your place, Miss Stone. You would be wise not to have cause to reappear in front of this board. Consider yourself duly warned.” And then she banged her silver-rimmed gavel, as if there were a large crowd to dismiss.

After my hearing, I had a few minutes to spare and headed down the long hall toward the postmaster’s window.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Morgan,” I said to the man whose jolly face peered out from the window every day of the week. He did not seem to mind the confines of his tight quarters, made tighter by his large belly.

“You’re in a fine spirit, Miss Stone. I wish I had something for you today. But I’m certain the Massachusetts mail train will come through soon, my lady.”

My moment’s elation at the board’s decision evaporated with the look of pity I saw in his eyes, a reminder that I had no one to share it with. Loneliness followed me like an invisible dog I could neither shoo away nor turn to for company. I hugged my stack of books and walked on. Crossing Tappan Square, a bare stretch of dirt with not one tree, it was hard not to miss the majestic oaks of our farm, surely bright orange by now. I pictured the view from atop Coy’s Hill, so different from Ohio’s endlessly flat landscape.

Despite the cost of postage, I penned a letter home every Friday, and yet I hadn’t had a letter back in over six months. In my missives I shared my successes in trigonometry, Latin, and Greek as humbly as possible, wanting to assure my parents that the sacrifice of the great distance between us was proving valuable. I also tried to describe my surroundings and daily life on campus, hoping these details would somehow make our separation less acute. Classwork was of course the top priority, but my studies had to fit around dish-washing duties, teaching underclassmen two hours a day, mending clothes for fellow students—some had endless funds for such luxuries—and tutoring in the village. I sometimes had to rise at three in the morning to complete my homework. But I was careful not to complain in my letters and left out altogether news of my worsening migraines. There was no need to cause Mama worry. I recommended various texts I thought Father might enjoy and included my estimation of speakers who had visited campus, much in the style of William Lloyd Garrison’s news from afar in The Liberator. I knew Father would be impressed to hear that Stephen Foster had recently visited, his abolitionist lecture causing a stir among students and faculty alike.

My self-pity at being forgotten was increasingly overshadowed by a growing dread. Perhaps the silence was an attempt to shield me from some kind of tragedy at home. The constant state of not knowing crystallized into a sharp ache that pressed upon my heart. We had lost my sister Rhoda to childbirth during my last year at home and Eliza to influenza the following summer. Could my younger sister Sarah have fallen ill? Had the press of years and so much heartache caught up with Mama?



By November I was growing increasingly concerned about my family and began to wonder if I should plan a trip home, my only way to know for sure what had befallen them. But it would cost me dearly. Not just the money, but I feared that if I left Ohio, I might never return.

Standing at the postmaster’s window, I once again accepted his apologies for my lack of mail from afar, but he did have something for me. It was a note from Professor Thome, inviting me to his office the next day to discuss my petition to enroll in his rhetoric class.

The idea of being allowed to study rhetoric filled me with such a rush of excitement that I was up most of the night imagining what might be possible. This was my ultimate dream, the skill I had most hoped to learn in college. Of all the news Father read to us from The Liberator, the stories of public oratory influencing the country’s perspective on abolition struck me the most. I had long imagined the thrill of standing up in front of an audience and inspiring women and men alike with powerful new ideas.

When the rooster crow finally came, I jumped out of bed and set to my toilet. I wasn’t certain if the professor would be in his office before morning prayers but decided to skip breakfast in case I might have the chance to see him before the relentless rhythm of the day began in earnest.

The faculty offices were located on the top floor of Colonial Hall, a four-story rectangular building with one huge chimney in the middle. I watched my breath crystallize before me as I climbed the wooden stairwell, noting the sharpness of the indoor chill. Unlike the arctic wind outside, it had no clear source, but it was no less piercing, and my frayed coat was a pathetic defense. It had long ago stopped keeping me warm, but I had no funds to replace it. When I arrived at the professor’s door, I was pleased to find him sitting in front of a real fireplace, not one of the potbelly stoves that warmed the classrooms below.

“Ah, Miss Stone,” he said, looking up from the volume on his lap. “Do come in.”

I sat on a fine, spindled armchair positioned next to shelves that brimmed with more books than even the judge’s den in West Brookfield. The fire’s warmth began to immediately thaw my outer layers.

“We have been discussing at length your desire to participate in my class,” he began, skipping over usual small talk and niceties. “As I’m sure you know, most on the faculty are against the idea of a lady studying rhetoric, at best a waste of time, and at worst an enticement or endorsement of unsavory behavior. But before I say more, I realize that I have failed to ask you what has made you so intent on taking this course to begin with. Might you share that with me?”

I considered how best to answer his question. I was quite sure I shouldn’t admit to the anger I felt listening to the infamous Pastoral Letter when it was read aloud in my church, the missive signed by all the ministers in Massachusetts denouncing the Grimké sisters for speaking in front of the state legislature, how motivated I became by the idea of speaking in public one day because of it. No, outright defiance was not something that would move him in my favor. I could have reminded him that my brother Bo was a preacher and had always been an inspiration to me. But I didn’t care for the church and didn’t want to give him a false sense of my intentions. I settled on the experience that had compelled me most of all, and one he might truly appreciate. I knew he was an abolitionist.

“I assume you know of Abby Kelley, Professor?” I asked.

“Yes, of course.”

“And you find her to do important work even though she is a woman?”

“I appreciate that she tries to change the minds of the fairer sex in favor of abolition. Despite what men might admit to in public, many of us are swayed by the opinions of our wives, and in any case, we prefer a house when our philosophies are in harmony. So, I do believe her lectures to women have value, yes.” He lit his pipe despite the early hour.

“I had the opportunity to see her speak in my hometown four years ago. She gave the most eloquent oration I have ever heard.” I left out the fact that she had actually spoken to a crowd of both women and men.

To our surprise, Father had agreed to take Sarah and me to see her speak at our town hall in the summer of 1842. While he detested the idea of a woman speaking in public, he had never missed an anti-slavery meeting and wasn’t prepared to start.

As I listened to her that night, my body felt like a river in spring, finally freed from winter’s frozen grasp, the cool water rushing through my veins. A woman was actually speaking to a crowd of mostly men, and they were listening! I practically floated above my chair with the exhilaration of it, my emotions running wild. I was somehow nervous for her at every pause in her lecture, worried she might forget her next thought or that an unsuspecting naysayer would rush the stage. But whenever a moment’s hesitation threatened to stretch too far, she would release a torrent of perfectly articulated ideas that built on her previous thoughts. With each stanza, the thrill of it hit me anew and caused a tremor in my limbs.

I watched her carefully: how she referenced her notes but managed to keep most of her focus on those seated before her; how she stood very erect, her spine straight with pride; how her feet, poking out beneath her skirts, suggested a wide stance, as if bracing herself for a charging dog. And she was anything but demure. She was unafraid to let her anger at the current state of the country show. She didn’t hold back on expressing her scorn for slaveholders and those who upheld slavery as the law. I could see the disgust on her face, and I could hear it in her voice. When she concluded her remarks, I jumped to my feet and applauded, which earned me a glare from my father.

“Ever since, I have wanted to learn rhetoric, Professor, so that I might aid in the same cause and change hearts and minds like she has.”

I also omitted the fact that she didn’t change my father’s mind about the propriety of women speaking in public in the least. After her speech, when a pack of dogs began to bark, he said, “Even the dogs know when the sluts are out.” His words cut deeply, filling me with shock and shame. Father never used profane language near us, so he clearly wanted Sarah and me to understand the level of his disdain, that as far as he was concerned, what we had just witnessed was akin to Abby Kelley baring her breasts in public. Had he even listened to her impassioned plea, had he absorbed any of her powerful words? I remember the devastation of realizing that my father would never approve of my goals in life. But the good professor certainly didn’t need to know that. Abby Kelley had moved others in the audience toward her ideas. All he needed to know was that I wanted to do the same.

“I see,” Professor Thome said, and took a long pull off his pipe. “You should know that you have an admirer in President Mahan.”

I tried not to look surprised given my recent interactions with his wife.

“That’s lovely to hear,” I offered, as casually as I could muster.

“He told me he has met your brother Bo and thinks highly of the family that has raised two such clear thinkers. He has also been impressed by your achievement in the college-degree program thus far. He has agreed to let me take you on if I am agreeable to it.”

It took all my will to stay in my chair. I wanted to leap up and clap my hands.

“However, the administration is reluctant to make this decision without the consent of your parents.”

Despair stomped on the small sprout of joy in my heart. I told myself to remain calm and sensible. This opportunity could not slip away.

“As my enrollment papers show, Professor, I am twenty-eight, and a full adult. Much older than most of the girls now enrolled.”

“Indeed, but the payor of your tuition—your father, I presume?—must agree to this course.”

“I pay my own tuition.”

“I am aware that you work very hard outside mandatory service hours to earn extra pay.” I heard praise in his voice. “But I assume it is to pay back a loan of some sort given to you by your father? That is quite the same.”

“There is no loan, sir. I taught school for many years before coming in order to earn enough to enroll. The money is entirely mine.”

I put my hand below my lace collar to quell the pounding in my chest. Working from the age of sixteen had been a practical reality to afford college, but it had never occurred to me that each dollar I had earned myself might carry more value than one provided by my father.

“Indeed. Well, I see,” Professor Thome said. “In that case, I expect we can proceed. My next class is in the spring term. When the time comes, bring your enrollment card for me to sign. Otherwise the registrar won’t know what to make of it.”

“You won’t be disappointed, Professor.” I floated off my seat, as if propelled by magic. “I promise.”



Lost in my happy thoughts about the expanse of learning awaiting me in the spring term, I almost didn’t hear Mr. Morgan call my name from his little window.

I returned his greeting and stopped moving when I saw the expression on his face. He wore a peculiar grin, almost like Old Bogue’s toothy smile when anticipating a link of sausage. He held a large package in his hands.

“I have been waiting for you, Miss Stone,” he said. “This came last evening. I knew you would be eager to have it.”

I gasped at the sight of the parcel. They hadn’t forgotten me after all.

“Thank you so much, Mr. Morgan,” I said, and immediately rushed back to the dorm with my prize.

As soon as I closed the door to my little room, I sat on the bed and tore open the package. A waterfall of letters gushed out, and I was unsure which I should look at first, the item under the tissue paper or the news of my family scattered on the floor. I reasoned that words were not to be rushed through, and my curiosity about what they had sent burned brightly.

Ripping open the tissue paper, I lifted out the most glorious woolen coat I had ever seen. The wool had clearly been boiled, making it especially thick and warm, and I could see my mother’s handiwork in the rounded collar and perfect edging. I let my old coat fall to the floor and donned the new one, the weight of it immediately dissolving the icy layer of air encrusting the bodice of my dress. The hemline fell perfectly to my ankles. I hugged myself and burst into tears, feeling wildly grateful for a mother who would make me such a magnificent coat, and equally sorry for ever having doubted her. I was sure this coat had taken no small amount of time or expense to make, and she had done it just for me. Never had I enjoyed such a beautiful gift.

Gathering up the envelopes from the floor, I counted eight in all. From the handwriting I could tell there were at least three from my mother, a very thick one from Sarah, one from my brother Bo, and one from Father. Father had never written to me directly before, preferring to send his greetings through my mother, and I was immediately nervous about what might have caused him to take up his pen. But one envelope was clearly marked with the words “number one,” so I opened it first.


My Dearest Lucy,

I hope this package finds you well and your studies successful. I am dreadfully sorry this took so long to get to you. Sarah and I decided quite some time ago to fashion a coat for you, but it took much longer than expected to find just the right wool, and your father was quite ill for a spell (not to worry, he is fine now) and so tending to him meant the coat was neglected for a time.

Please know we were thinking of you and writing to you in the meantime. We thought it made good sense to include all our letters with the package, having no foresight to such a long stretch before we could send it all off to you. You will find news in these envelopes that is quite old now but will let you know nonetheless how we get on at home.

With all my love, Your,

Mother



Laughter mingled with my tears as I read, grateful all over again that they had remembered me so well. I was sure Father had been the one to insist on saving the postage on the letters, but I could not begrudge him even that today.

I opened my father’s letter next, certain it would be some kind of written reprimand. I tried to remember the countless details I had shared with them in my many letters to discern which one might have upset him. His reproach held power even at this distance.

The letter was neatly written, suggesting great care had been put into each word.


Dear Lucy,

You know I have long been opposed to your attendance at college as I do not feel advanced studies fit within the woman’s sphere. I had hoped my lack of financial support would dissuade you from this folly, but I now see that your determination is not to falter.

When I worked in my father’s tannery as a young man, I often had to rise in the pitch of night to begin work. I decided then to work as hard as possible so my own family would have a better life. Never did I think any of my children would have to suffer the same toil, perhaps not the same tasks, but something equally hard. It brought me distress to hear that you were working jobs at 8 cents an hour, then waking at 2 A.M. to study in secret as you do not have enough time to complete your work before lights out.

From here forward, money will be no issue for you. Let me know what the forthcoming terms will require for tuition, room, and board and I will forward the funds. You can repay me at some future time.

Father



I lay back on my bed, a tempest of emotion flowing over me. Had I actually changed my father’s mind? Had I actually bored a hole into the impenetrable granite of his convictions? I put my hands on my face and let the tears flow once again. This is what I had dreamed of for more years than I cared to count. Father was finally able to recognize the value of my education, or at least the hard work I was putting in to achieve it. He was willing to fully support my endeavors. Had I really won him over?

And how carefree life at Oberlin would be without having to constantly worry after funds for the next semester. I could perhaps work only one job and use my pay to afford small comforts such as bacon with breakfast or a pair of socks not yet darned past recognition. And the extra time! I would have hours to spare for additional reading and quiet contemplation.

But I allowed myself to picture such things for only a moment or two, the truth not far from the surface. I wouldn’t accept this offer. I had just assured Professor Thome that the tuition money was my own. I could not think of going against my word, and my father would never approve of me studying rhetoric. Denying myself the opportunity was out of the question. A combination of anger and self-pity caused a momentary catch in my breath, but I could not allow such thoughts to interfere on this happy day. I would simply continue to earn my own way, as it had always been.

I jolted upright. I had spent far too long enjoying the package from home. My algebra students were surely already assembling. The remaining letters would have to wait for a time when I could linger over them. Just knowing that everyone at home was safe, their news awaiting me on my nightstand, was enough for now.

I wiped my eyes and fastened my beautiful coat—taking a moment to appreciate the work of each buttonhole, picturing my mother’s hands touching the very same fabric. In that moment, I had almost everything I could desire: a chance to learn rhetoric, love from home, an opening in the door to Father’s heart. The only thing missing was a friend to share it with. I hadn’t had many friends in my life, relying instead on my three sisters and Luther for entertainment or comfort in my early days, but it was hard not to notice the other girls on campus walking arm in arm, giggling together while I walked on alone. It wasn’t that I didn’t get along with my classmates, quite to the contrary. Mr. Langston, for one, was wonderful company, but the Five Wives would never hear of us socializing outside the cafeteria. And the mother of one of my students in the village welcomed me into her home like a daughter, but she was busy with her own brood. There was no one to whom I could confess my deepest fears and share my loftiest dreams with. That is, of course, until Nette arrived.



One afternoon during the midday meal the following January, I was deep in conversation with several students from my Roman studies class when I noticed her standing not ten feet from me and staring conspicuously. I excused myself from the table.

“May I be of help to you somehow?” I asked.

“You must be Lucy Stone.”

“Yes, I am.” I had no idea how a complete stranger would know me by name.

“I am Antoinette Brown.” She held out her hand and shook mine vigorously. “Please call me Nette. I saw you so comfortably holding forth at your table in mixed company, I knew it had to be you.”

I appraised her. We could have passed for sisters had I the money for finer things. Nette’s simple black dress was made of silk, the delicate lace collar fastened with a lovely brooch, and her leather boots had recently been buffed and polished. She wore her smooth brown hair tied up in a loose bun and, given her slight build, she could possibly be mistaken for me from behind. The difference was in Nette’s large eyes, doe-like and positioned to suggest she had lately been surprised or frightened. But something in her demeanor suggested just the opposite. She was ready to observe the world around her and take what she could from it.

“Shall we sit?” I asked, leading her to a nearby table.

“You must tell me. Is it true you petitioned President Mahan to let you teach preparatory classes without first being here for a year? And then demanded the same pay as male students for the same work?”

“How do you know that?”

“Mr. Halifax. Do you know him?” I shook my head. “He is a trustee here and an old family friend. He accompanied me on the last stage and told me all about it.”

I was stunned anew that a trustee of the college would not only know my name but find me an interesting enough subject to discuss with someone else.

“He said you are a staunch Garrisonian and he feels you speak much too freely on women’s topics,” Nette said. “He warned me to avoid you altogether. And so, I knew I must meet you at once.”



Over the next several weeks, I was surprised to discover the level of affection I could hold for someone not my mother or a sister. I began to seek out Nette for walks in the sunset hours after evening prayers. We shared stories of our childhoods and compared life on a hardworking farm to a more refined urban existence. As little as Nette knew about the habits of cows, I knew less about calling cards for a proper tea. The common thread between our households was a refusal to accept our country’s inequitable treatment of its inhabitants simply because of color and a belief that education and action could help mold a better future—at least for men.

Some nights, Nette would sneak into my room after curfew to seek my company and more conversation. I happily forewent additional reading on those nights given the chance to further deepen our bond. I had never had a friend so dear and found its cheering effects a powerful antidote for hours of lost sleep.

Nette’s initial homesickness allowed me to confess my own. I wished I could tell my friend that more than two years away had made it easier to live without my mother’s soft touch or the comfort of the rocky outcropping of Coy’s Hill I loved so well, but my longing for home remained a dull ache. With Nette, I found I could express my inner longings without fear of having her hear them as complaint or self-pity. And we saw so much of the world through similar eyes, she and I. We were able to snicker behind our closed door at the matrons, who discouraged interacting with male students for academic purposes but who looked the other way if a courtship was deemed to be headed toward marriage. We poured through texts together, discussing Emerson’s dense essays and Wordsworth’s poetry. I told her everything about my brothers and sisters, and she confided in me her difficult relationship with her mother. We covered every topic under the great expanse of the sky. After talking deep into the night, holding off sleep for one more thought, one more exchange of ideas, sleep would inevitably sneak in and carry us away.

On one of these nights I confessed my truest desire to her.

“I wish to follow in Abby Kelley’s footsteps one day. I want to become a public speaker on behalf of abolition.” I hoped she might believe it possible.

“That is a dangerous life for a woman,” Nette said, reaching for my hand. “I’ve heard that mobs sometimes come to her speeches and threaten her. How can you be so brave?”

I had read countless reports of crowds rushing the stage where she spoke, pulling on her skirts, throwing rotten apples at her face. More than once she had to be whisked away by a male colleague before being spirited out into the angry mob. Even so, she never missed a speaking engagement. She never chose silence over danger. I wanted to be like that.

“I don’t think I could forgive myself were I not to use my freedom to help those denied it,” I said.

“Do you think her words are working? Do you think a woman can influence such things?”

“When Miss Kelley came to my town, half of the crowd turned out simply for the spectacle of seeing a woman speak in public. What an opportunity to turn an unsuspecting mind around toward abolition. Even if it was only one!”

Nette was very quiet then, not her usual flurry of questions and comments, and I prayed this new friend would not try to dissuade me of my dream.

Finally, she spoke. “Can I tell you my hope for myself? I have yet to tell another soul.”

I waited, watching the lamplight flicker on the wall of my room.

“I want to be ordained as a minister.” Her tone suggested she had practiced those words before, perhaps whispered them to herself on solitary walks or to her own image in the looking glass.

I smiled.

“There has never been a female minister ordained,” I said.

“I know. Do you think me foolish?”

“Here you think my desire requires bravery, but I have Abby Kelley and the Grimké sisters before me. You would be the very first!” I was delighted to hear she had dreams as big as mine, although I could not deny my concerns. “But the church is such rubbish. Do you have to waste your talents on its behalf? Why not join me in fighting for the negroes?”

“Your brother does good work in his congregation. You said yourself he is bringing understanding to his parishioners.”

“I’m proud that Bo continues to hold his ground against the men in cloth who think church is no place to discuss abolition. But Nette, thirty or more ministers censured the Grimké sisters simply because they dared speak in public!”

I would never forget that day in church. I elbowed my sister until her ribs turned purple as we listened to our minister, haughty in his robes, read the Pastoral Letter that banned Sarah and Angelina Grimké from the Protestant church simply because they had spoken at a congressional hearing, the first and last time they would speak in public. The letter’s words were forever seared into my mind: The power of woman is in her dependence.… When she assumes the place and tone of man as a public reformer… she yields the power which God has given her for protection, and her character becomes unnatural.

“The scripture is used as a bludgeon to hold down so many of our sex. How can you support it?” I asked.

“I know you question it, but my faith is dear to me, and I know I can do important work from a pulpit. Please do not try to talk me out of it.”

“Well, one thing is for sure,” I said, my excitement building. “We are both going to be orators. Won’t Mr. Halifax be horrified! You must take Professor Thome’s rhetoric class with me next term. We have to go see him at once and convince him to enroll you as well. Will your father protest?”

“My father has never questioned the goals of my education even if he doesn’t know exactly what they are.”

I wondered what it would feel like to have such unconditional support, and if it had something to do with her unrushed manner and her belief that God could be trusted to work his mysteries in her favor. I was glad at least to have her on my side.

“It is settled, then. Let’s get to sleep now so we can present well to him tomorrow,” I said, turning out the lantern.

Like so many nights before, we curled up together and drifted off into our separate dreams.

From then on, Nette and I worked furiously on our rhetorical skills. We ran a secret society of women who wanted to learn, housed in the living room of one of my negro reading students in town. We never wrote down our speeches for fear of being caught with evidence in hand—composing arguments in my head and reciting them from memory would serve me well later. The constant danger of being discovered heightened the urgency with which we honed our words, and our work together further increased the bond between Nette and me. Having a true friend who would fight beside me for what was rightly ours, one who would do anything for me as I would for her, brought a warmth to my heart quite unlike any I had previously known. She loved me for who I was and who I wanted to be.



The month before graduation, all the studying and toil was rewarded when I was chosen to prepare an essay for commencement. It was considered the highest honor bestowed upon a student, reserved only for those in the top 10 percent of the class, with the five graduation speakers ultimately selected by a panel of senior professors. Before my delight at achieving this high honor could register, Mrs. Mahan had more to say.

“You have the opportunity to select the male classmate of your choosing to read it for you at graduation.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Obviously, we cannot allow a lady to speak in public to a mixed crowd. Another classmate will deliver your remarks for you. They are due for review in two weeks’ time,” she said, and swiveled.

Anger rose in me like steam in a tightly covered kettle. I had wondered why Mrs. Mahan of all people had been picked to deliver such exciting news to me. Now I knew why.

“May I speak to your husband about this?” I struggled to keep my tone civil.

“That won’t be necessary,” she said over her shoulder before shuffling away.

I petitioned the administration to reconsider the policy and allow me to read my own essay. It was Professor Thome who delivered me their decision.

“I’m afraid that the college will simply not allow the spectacle of a woman speaking in public to dominate the proceedings. Your essay will be read by a classmate.” He looked over his desk at me. His office struck me on that day as smaller than I had originally remembered.

“It will not.” I folded my hands neatly on my lap. I had prepared myself for this.

“Miss Stone,” he said, exasperation flooding his words. “This decision is final.”

“There will be no essay,” I clarified. “If I cannot read it myself, no one else will read my words.”

He blinked at me and took a moment before responding. I fought back the tears threatening to push above my throat. What a triumph being chosen could have been. To be recognized publicly as one of the top students in the entire college and hand selected by the faculty to represent our class would have silenced all detractors: all the men who thought I had no right to be in advanced classes; all the women who wondered why I spent so much time bent over my books; my own parents who still questioned why I had gone to college at all. And now no one, including my father, would know of the honor. But I could not participate in an activity that suppressed me more than it elevated me.

“The opportunity to write an essay is a great honor,” he finally said. “A woman has never before been chosen. It’s a mark of progress. You shouldn’t throw the opportunity away so easily.”

So easily? Had he no idea how much the situation devastated me? But I would not indulge him with ranting or wailing.

“I will not allow this school to pat itself on the back for having done my sex the great favor of choosing me to write for graduation when you silence my voice in the very same moment. That is not progress at all.”

I stood and held out my hand to him. Looking puzzled, he stood and shook it.

“I thank you for having me in your class. It meant the world to me. And I will use what I learned well. You can count on it.”

Little did I know that my refusal to speak at graduation would earn me the notice of two men who would change my life. Without even trying, I had pulled back the bow string of my life, and my career was about to fly.
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