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			The beginning is always today.

			—Mary Wollstonecraft

			An Englishman is a person who does things because they have been done before. An American is a person who does things because they haven’t been done before.

			—Mark Twain

		

	
		
			To the memory of my maternal grandmother, the late Maria Riinkinen Hyvarinen, who also made a long westward journey to take a chance on a better life for her family. Traveling through the Karelian Forest across Europe and the Atlantic Ocean in 1909, Maria left her native Finland, where in 1906, women were the first in Europe to vote, and arrived in New York, where women did not yet have that right.

			And to the memory of my late paternal great-aunt, Dagmar (Dollye) Petersen Dietrich, who proudly marched in the Woman Suffrage Parade in New York City in 1916.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Although she’s been dead for more than one hundred years, Esther Morris has been my kindred spirit since I met her when feminism was revived in the 1970s. I was viewing a slide lecture about little-known women in history. (We called it “herstory” then.) There, in front of the Wyoming State Capitol was a statue of a woman striding across the Plains carrying a book and a sheaf of flowers. The single paragraph beneath Esther Morris’s image told me she was six feet tall and had made it possible for women in Wyoming to be the first in America to vote—in 1869. She was also the first female justice of the peace in the world.

			Is that all there is? I was astounded. I had to find out who she really was and why I was so drawn to her. 

			Curiosity soon became obsession, and over the years—before the Internet made research a bit easier—I tracked even the smallest lead. What little information I found was often contradictory. But the more I learned, the more I liked Esther. In a variety of history books on the American West and the few about women, Esther received a paragraph or two as possibly being involved in the suffrage struggle in Wyoming Territory. There was a legend that she hosted a tea party at which she extracted promises from the territorial legislators to create an amendment giving women the right to vote—and own property and receive equal pay. But this tea party was dismissed for lack of proof. Yet Esther throughout her lifetime gave “sociables” for any excuse, so it is quite likely that she would have had such a party not only to promote the cause, but to introduce her family to her new neighbors.

			Early historians, such as T. A. Larson, author of the 1965 and 1978 official history of the state, assumed Esther was not literate and had left no diaries or correspondence. How lazy these historians! And how wrong! Had they looked further they would have learned that Esther and her sons, part of a very literate family scattered all around the country, left more than one hundred letters. Along with Bill Dubois, Esther’s great-great-grandson and a historian himself, I ultimately discovered these letters in the possession of Rosalind Day in California, the great-granddaughter of Esther’s favorite niece, Frances “Franky” McQuigg Stewart. Throughout the book I quote directly from these letters, but I take some liberties with creatively imagined scenes and dialogue. 

			I began to see the sweep of Esther’s story, the formation of her character. I loved Esther’s compassion, her courage, her integrity, and her quick wit. I laughed at her jokes and read the books and poems she liked. I was proud when Esther managed to hold her large family of sisters and brothers together after her parents died, when she refused to leave a church building in upstate New York until black people were permitted to worship there, when she took up the cause of women’s rights. 

			I enjoyed meeting her family and friends. Esther and I both dreamed of better things, were always tempted by what might be over the next horizon. We loved books and ideas and a good fight. In a shadowy dream one night, I was on my knees in a vast prairie trying to open a cellar door while Esther stood by, encouraging me to keep trying.

			Reconstructing Esther’s life convinced me she was the kind of woman who had to get involved. She had always been present at political gatherings and some very important conventions. She could not simply support a cause “in her own quiet way,” as suggested by Larson. Esther wasn’t quiet. She was born under the sign of Leo, a natural leader who basked in attention. She was big-hearted, gutsy, idealistic, and pragmatic. She was smart and assertive and liked to influence people, a quality she passed on to her sons. And she loved politics. I have no doubt she was a force behind that landmark legislation on the frontier, where in her later years she was known as “the Old Politician.” 

			While there is certainly enough research material available to make a nonfiction biography possible, I am not a trained historian. For me, historical fiction provided the form I wanted to bring Esther’s spirit into the story in a way that would not be possible in nonfiction. And by reading and rereading all of those letters, I found that the book pretty much wrote itself. 

			Esther’s life spanned the entire nineteenth century and with it, every major issue—abolition, women’s rights, western expansion, the railroads, the Civil War. It also spanned the entire country, from New York to Illinois and then to Wyoming, which Esther pioneered at the age of fifty-five. All of Esther’s energy and experience came together in Wyoming, as if her whole life had been preparing her for South Pass City, that rugged mining town that would be the core of something much more important than gold. 

			Esther did not arrive on the western frontier in a covered wagon. Nor was she wearing a calico dress with bonnet and apron. This fastidious, cultured, middle-class woman arrived in one of the first transcontinental trains bringing with her many years of practical pioneering experience, political savvy, and an unshakeable optimism. She was a reformer, a suffragist, a Republican, a businesswoman, and a humanitarian. In her baggage she carried recent copies of The Revolution, Susan B. Anthony’s newspaper, along with legal documents to present to the territorial government to petition for suffrage. But she was not without apprehension about this risky new venture undertaken with borrowed cash. Hard work and struggle were nothing new to Esther. She had suffered economic uncertainty, family conflict, and personal tragedy.

			During her lifetime Esther collected a circle of friends that included not only suffrage leaders Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Mary Livermore, and Anna Dickinson, but also governors and generals, many men and women who were the movers and shakers of their time. There were abolitionists, spiritualists—even a vegetarian! Her tolerance for differing ideologies was apparent in her immediate family. Esther and her husband disagreed on everything—except what was best for their three sons.

			Esther and her friends and family cut a path through this country and made it more livable for all of us. And who knows where we would be today if Wyoming had not been the first state to give women the vote. Historians who hadn’t bothered to fully look at her considered her an ordinary woman. But of course! Like so many ordinary women who struggle to earn a living, support their families, nurture their children, fight for their civil rights, and try to make the world a better place, Esther made a difference—a really big difference—although not without a price. 

			—Marian Betancourt, March 2017

		

	
		
			Preface

			State Capitol, Nashville, Tennessee 

			August 18, 1920

			Someone just tossed a very large and very ripe tomato into the speaker’s face and I am tempted to leave these vulgar proceedings with the endless chest thumping and table pounding. I fear I will become deaf in my remaining good ear. Half the delegates are drunk so it is no wonder they cannot restore order and get on with the business at hand. The liquor industry has been spending vast sums of money—and whiskey—to defeat suffrage. They fear once women can vote, we will also have prohibition. And I hope we do! I cannot help but think that without whiskey men would prove better citizens and with women having a say, perhaps every disagreement in the world would not need to be settled with fisticuffs or war. Families would certainly be safer with fewer drunken husbands and fathers to abuse them.

			But outside it is just as bad. Arguments erupt in the streets as people wave placards and flags at each other in this so called “war of the roses.” The suffragists carry yellow roses and their opponents carry red. As if the south is not unpleasant enough; what a swamp in August! They say this is the hottest August in recorded history. I keep extra handkerchiefs in the pockets of my suit, for the constant mopping up of perspiration on my brow and neck. How I miss the sharp, dry mountain air of Wyoming. Nevertheless, I will keep my composure until I find out if Tennessee will ratify the 19th amendment and women will once and for all be able to cast their ballots everywhere in the United States. We need 36 states and Tennessee would be that number. It is going to be close. I can tell by the desperation in the opposition.

			I am sitting in the gallery of this beautiful new building with plush scarlet seats and long gold window drapes. The behavior of those on the floor below is an insult to this city’s founders who, in 1779, wanted to create a city of culture and education. To honor that intent they built the world’s only exact replica of the Parthenon. And just across from the capitol, is a hotel named for Andrew Jackson’s Hermitage. This beaux arts beauty was built in 1909 by the financial leaders, who felt their city should have a million dollar hotel and hired the famous architect William Strickland. 

			I find it ironic that The Hermitage is a Russian word for place of rest. Hah! Since Mrs. Catt arrived by train six weeks in advance of the vote and checked into suite 309, the hotel has also become a battle ground, much like this one. Word of Mrs. Catt’s arrival galvanized the opposition and they reserved the hotel’s entire mezzanine for their campaigning. The magnificent hotel lobby, with its soaring carved ceiling, is festooned with vases of yellow roses and red and the antis brazenly give out free liquor in the lobby.

			The Hermitage is this city’s first modern hotel to have electricity as well as a bath and a phone in each room. (Yet those phones are now giving my suffrage friends apoplexy, because they claim there are spies on the open lines.)

			“I know my telephone is not private,” Mrs. Catt told me. “And I know the whisky men are paying the bellhops to spy on us.” Mrs. Catt is like a force of nature and when she turns her gaze upon you, with her pronounced dark eyebrows and deep bright eyes that peer right into your soul, you feel you must stand at attention. 

			Suffrage leader Carrie Chapman Catt is a very composed and determined lady from Wisconsin, who now lives in New York. She knew my mother well and told me yesterday the struggle for ratification involved 56 referendums to get states to write suffrage into their constitutions just as we did in Wyoming 50 years ago. It is this persistence and tenacity of women breaking new ground that is so exciting to me. Mrs. Catt said, “When we win the vote—and we will—I will quit the suffrage association and organize the League for Women Voters, so that all women will learn how to vote with their own hearts and minds, and not those of their husbands.”

			While the liquor industry provides free alcohol to keep men on their side, women use their wit and their will to make things happen. All my life I have watched women doing exciting things. They have been going every day to work in textile mills, operating farms and ranches, writing novels, showing their might by demanding fair wages and property rights and custody of their children. And on the frontiers more was possible. My mother, Esther Hobart Morris, was the first woman in the world to become a justice of the peace. 

			It has been 75 years since the Seneca Falls suffrage convention, and 50 years since the women of Wyoming were granted the vote because of my mother. Our government tried to keep Wyoming out of the union because of it. I remember little Joe Carey, our territorial representative to Congress, standing on his chair and shouting in the House of Representatives during the statehood battle 30 years ago. “We may wait a hundred years to come into the union,” he shouted, “but we will come in with our women.” I was secretary to Mr. Carey then, and still feel the passion of his words that fateful day. How we cheered and thought soon all the states will do this. I would have scoffed then at anyone who told me it would take another third of a century. And here we are still waiting! 

			Those who believe the propaganda that women are weaker, smaller brained, surely never met my mother! Or Aunt Eliza Jane! Or Cousin Franky! We had some glorious women in our family and among our friends we counted Mary Livermore, Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Isabelle Wallace, and the wonderful Anna Dickenson. Only once did I come close to falling in love and it was with Anna. Her emotion and fervor came from the heart and as an orator Anna would send every hair of your body standing at attention. People called her the Joan of Arc of the Civil War. She came to visit our home in Wyoming when she was campaigning for suffrage, but I don’t want to recall the pain of that time when I tried to reveal my heart. Now it matters not at all. I am 70 years old and content with my bachelor life. Like me, Anna is alone and she is now the subject of a bitter family feud in New York City. Her relatives apparently will not allow her to keep her eccentric ways as well as her money. Did not this same thing happen to Mrs. Lincoln, when her only surviving son, Robert, had her committed to an asylum because she tried to sew her bonds inside her petticoat? Women need the vote so they can change such restrictions. 

			Uncle Edmund, one of mother’s brothers, who became the richest man in Flint, Michigan with his lumber business, told my mother she would never live to see women vote. I can still see Mother’s smile as she sent a telegram to Flint that day in 1869 when the legislators and governor of Wyoming territory gave women the vote. I was excited to have thought up our official state motto. The Equality State! 

			Unlike the women around me I moved from job to job, unable to find my calling. I was also the weakling of the family, physically at least, catching every plague that came along from agues to neuralgia, to the typhus that nearly killed me. I was sometimes given to fainting. It was Cousin Libby Chatfield, who helped me find a career by encouraging me to learn stenography so I could be a clerk in the state or in Washington and be involved in politics, which turned out to be a very good idea.

			Libby, a true sophisticate, lived in a brownstone house in Greenwich Village in New York City, and worked as secretary to Susan B. Anthony, a position she acquired through some connection of Mother’s. She married Levi Chatfield, a wealthy older man, retired from the Union army. Uncle Chatfield’s friend, an editor at New York World, helped finance The Revolution, the suffrage newspaper, after the original money from George Francis Train ran out. I helped set up the office on Park Row near the great arches rising over the East River for the bridge to Brooklyn. I remember Libby bustling around The Revolution office, her golden hair pulled back and tied with a velvet ribbon, impatiently pulling her long hoop skirts out of the way of the office furniture as she rushed by. Libby was busy with suffrage until she died three years ago at 74.

			But enough of these reveries, a wild scene has erupted and I am on my feet with everybody else. A young legislator from the eastern part of the state, Henry Thomas Burn, who wore a red rose in his lapel and had opposed suffrage all along, has just changed his vote he says, “Because my mother, whom I hold in high esteem, asked me to be a good boy and help Mrs. Catt put the rat in ratification.” Yellow roses are raining down from the suffrage supporters in the galleries but the violence on the floor is getting ugly. Burn’s irate colleagues are chasing him around the room and the poor man is perched on a window ledge looking for an escape to the street. What irony! The youngest representative in the state cast the deciding vote so his mother could vote and makes it possible for all women in America, once and for all, to vote. I suspect one hundred years from now, women will flock to his grave with yellow roses. As I once more mop my brow, I sit down, lean back and laugh out loud at the irony. And somewhere in the chaos, I can hear my own mother saying quietly, “Well, the men have finally come to their senses.” 

			—Robert Charles Morris (as imagined by the author)

		

	
		
			PART I

			OWEGO, NEW YORK

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Flower Garden

			A soft June breeze rustled the pages of the book ten-year-old Esther Hobart McQuigg was trying to read as she lay on her stomach on a faded patchwork quilt spread on the grass in her mother’s flower garden. Napping beside her was her two-year-old sister Charlotte, named for their mother and called Lotte.

			Esther had been anxious to read Mr. James Fenimore Cooper’s new novel, The Pioneers, or the Sources of the Susquehanna, about the early days in this part of New York State where she lived. She had borrowed the book from the new lending library of Mr. Nathan Camp, who did not like to lend his books to children because they did not always return them in good condition. However, he knew Esther to be a good and careful reader and she had begged to get this one! She loved stories of adventure and romance and had read many of Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe stories.

			Today Esther was unable to concentrate, and she impatiently closed the book when another page caught the breeze. She was worried about her mother and once again glanced through the swaying pink hollyhocks to the front porch of the two-story farmhouse with the green painted shutters. Her mother and maternal grandmother were pacing back and forth; the younger woman in her shapeless gray muslin dress leaned heavily against the older one. Grandmother Mehitable Hobart, called Hetty, had told Esther that walking would help ease the birth pain that her mother had begun to feel. Esther did not understand why people had so many children, why they went to such great risk and wore themselves out. This was her mother’s eleventh child. A few weeks ago their neighbor Mrs. Cooper had died giving birth to her eighth child.

			Esther had been jittery all day, ever since the predawn hours when she had awakened from a bad dream. She could not recall the details, just that she had been running through the woods, frantically searching for her mother. The sound of her own voice woke her up as she called out, “Mama, Mama, where are you?” The darkness itself frightened her and she curled up closer to her older sister Jane in the soft feather bed. Across the room in another bed her sisters Mindwell, Eliza, and Lotte slept. The bad feelings of the dream would not go away and Esther stayed close to her mother all morning, following her about, wanting to fix her some tea or biscuits. She had noticed how little her mother had been eating these past weeks.

			“Your mama will be fine,” Hetty said impatiently, trying to get Esther out from underfoot. “She’s borne ten healthy children before this one.” Finally, her grandmother asked Esther to take the whining Lotte outside for a nap to allow Charlotte some rest. Perhaps it was the brusque tone, but Esther suspected that her grandmother, too, was worried about Charlotte, who at forty-three had had difficulty with this pregnancy from the beginning.

			In recent weeks Esther had tried to urge her mother into the flower garden, hoping it might cheer her. Charlotte had always loved the flower garden with its sweet scent, bright color, and occasional butterfly. It was a place of softness, a respite from the hard work of caring for such a large family and farm. But she had not been able to bend over to do the garden work lately, so Esther had been caring for it on her own after school and her chores at home. The garden had begun as a small plot on the south side of the house. Then it became two facing plots along a winding path. Her brother Daniel built a trellis connecting them. Now, with climbing blue petunia, the trellis also provided a shaded pathway through the garden. Plants grew easily in this fertile region west of Albany near the Pennsylvania border along the Susquehanna River, which, at more than four hundred miles, was the longest river on the east coast of the United States. In early summer lavender and foxglove grew two to three feet tall. China asters, daffodils, and peonies created a meadow of color. Esther liked to imagine growing up to be a grand lady with a large flower garden where she would serve tea to her friends in the afternoon.

			After the War of the Revolution, Massachusetts ceded Tioga County to New York and gave land grants to New England veterans, many of whom eagerly moved from their hardscrabble rocky soil to this lush county to prosper. Soldiers who had fought in the area during the war had described orchards with juicy apples the size of pumpkins and corn that grew more than two feet high. It was called “the garden place” by the Iroquois and Seneca Indians, before they were driven out by the Continental army. Esther’s grandparents were among the first families to settle the area in 1795. Her paternal grandfather, Captain John McQuigg of New Hampshire, and maternal grandfather, Captain Edmund Hobart of Connecticut, received 130-acre grants. 

			“It took seventeen days for Daisy to pull our wagon over the Indian trail. And all of us, seven little ones, and our possessions packed into that wagon,” Grandmother Hetty had told Esther. “That stubborn ox did not want to pull the cart, nor did she favor leaving Connecticut. We often got out and walked, hoping we could inspire her to move a little faster.” Although Esther had heard this story many times, she asked her grandmother to tell her again what happened to Daisy when she arrived. 

			“After that trip anyone who came near Daisy with a wagon or harness got a smart kick,” her grandmother told her. Esther always laughed at this part and said, “I remember, you told me she spent the rest of her life eating up your profits.”

			Creating a farm from the wilderness was a backbreaking task. The pioneers managed to clear about four acres a year, while building a house and barn, hunting and fishing for family food, and helping neighbors cut roads. After clearing acres to grow wheat, the best cash crop, they added corn, beans, squash, and other vegetables. Captain McQuigg’s family settled at the confluence of the Susquehanna River and Owego Creek in what is now Owego, while the Hobarts settled in Spencer, a few miles northwest. Esther’s father, Daniel, the second oldest in the McQuigg family, married Charlotte, the second of the Hobart children. When Charlotte’s father died, Daniel came to the Hobart farm to carry on the work. Both grandfathers died before Esther was born, but her paternal grandmother, Sarah McQuigg, still lived in their fine home on the river’s edge in Owego.

			[image: ]

			“Essa?” Lotte’s sleepy voice drew Esther’s attention back to the garden and she snapped a bright lavender China aster from the row of flowers in front of her.

			“Should we give this to Mama to cheer her?” Esther asked, tickling Lotte’s nose with the flower. Lotte giggled and tried to catch the flower in her chubby hands. Esther’s mother had always liked to pin a flower on her apron or in her hair, but had not done so in many months. A large round bud beneath the blossom reminded Esther of her mother, growing so large, her pale features and thin frame straining under the weight of the new child. Much as she worried, Esther did hope, however, that the new baby was a girl. She had enough brothers, five of them, and only four sisters. Suddenly, the sound of the porch bell startled Esther and she dropped the flower. She saw her grandmother pulling the rope and ringing the bell as Esther’s mother limped into the house.

			“Four bells,” Esther cried, sweeping Lotte into her arms. “That’s the signal to bring Pa home. It’s time,” she said, her heart thumping as she dashed toward the porch where Grandmother Hetty was guiding Charlotte into the house and speaking slowly and calmly, her custom in a situation that could send emotions into chaos.

			“Get Jane to mind Lotte, Esther, and you go for Dr. Tinkham.” Esther looked anxiously at her mother, who was pressing a hand against her lower back and held Hetty’s shoulder with her other arm. Beads of perspiration glistened on her forehead, and for some reason Esther noticed for the first time all the threads of gray in her mother’s brown hair. 

			“Put a saddle on that horse.” Hetty’s dark brown eyes flashed a warning at Esther, who liked to ride bareback. “And mind the traffic,” she added with a quick glance over her shoulder as she started up the stairs with Charlotte.

			Pressing Lotte against her pounding heart, Esther ran to the vegetable garden down the hill from the back of the house where her sister Jane had taken the younger girls, Mindwell, age eight, and Eliza, age five, with her to gather some early peas. After leaving Lotte, Esther raced to the barn but tried to check her nervousness as she climbed up on the rungs of the stall where a sturdy tan and white Indian pony had begun to prance about, sensing that it was about to escape the confinement of the barn.

			“You’ve got to run fast today, Waverley,” Esther said, hauling a saddle from the top of the stall onto the horse. Esther had begged her father to name the horse for the heroic knight of the Walter Scott novels of old England. She patted him affectionately as she fastened the saddle, hoping the solid, warm flesh would calm the tremor in her hands. The horse nickered and raised his head up and down as if agreeing. Esther hiked up her brown homespun skirt and jumped on Waverley’s back and clucked at the horse to get started. They galloped out of the barn and down the path between rows of apple trees. The rumble of the wagon wheels grew louder as they neared the heavily trafficked Ithaca-Owego Turnpike, which paralleled the Catatonk Creek until it met the Susquehanna River three miles away in Owego. Esther knew she would not have time today to trot alongside the huge wagons of flour and salt and potash, to talk with the teamsters about the canal construction farther upstate.	

			“Aye, lassie, we’ll be taxed to the poorhouse before Mr. Clinton’s ditch is done,” a teamster had complained just last week. The teamsters were as proficient with their tongues as with the long whiplash they carried as they walked beside their ox-drawn vehicles. They enjoyed any chance to gossip with the local farmers along their thirty-mile trek from Ithaca. Esther had heard the latest death count on the canal workers who had succumbed to malaria, or what the locals liked to call the “Genesee Shakes,” while digging through the swamps above Cayuga Lake.

			The Erie Canal had been the topic of continuous debate and speculation among York Staters for several years. Esther’s father believed the canal would open new and more profitable markets for their grain and lumber, but her grandmother suspected the progress would bypass Owego, which prospered from the shipping of goods down the Susquehanna to the Chesapeake Bay and into the Atlantic Ocean and from there to other parts of the world.

			“Everybody will go to the west once the canal opens,” Esther’s fifteen-year-old brother Edmund had said. Edmund, who most closely resembled Esther with their high brows, firm jaws, and deep-set gray eyes, worked at a store in Ithaca and frequently bragged that he was going to be a rich man one day. He was already planning to invest in a lumber business upstate near the canal.

			Today the turnpike was a slow-moving pageant of wagons and stagecoaches. A herd of cattle had slowed up traffic, prompting a peddler to pull his wagon to the side of the dusty road and spread out his pots and brooms and crocks to tempt the frustrated travelers. Esther, a skilled rider, stayed low in the saddle and held Waverley on a short rein, staying close to the shoulder of the heavily rutted road. Racing past the lumbering wagons, she talked aloud to keep the pony from distraction and a skittishness she herself felt. Although Waverley was a swift horse and often won the village races, he was accustomed to taking his time on the busy turnpike, as if he, too, wanted to hear the latest news. The road dust lodged in Esther’s throat, making her cough.

			Before they reached Owego village, Esther pulled Waverley off into the shunpike, a shortcut behind the buildings on River Row, to avoid the congestion at the toll gates. Some of the shopkeepers lived with their families in wooden lean-tos behind the shops, and Esther skillfully avoided running into children and lines of hanging laundry. Chickens and pigs, which roamed the town freely, scattered as Waverley galloped through. Esther sighed with relief to see the doctor’s wagon and horse outside his office. Her cheeks were flushed and her straw-colored hair stuck in matted ringlets around her smudged face as she slid from Waverley’s back even before the animal came to a full halt.

			“Dr. Tinkham, Dr. Tinkham,” she called, running through the back door of Samuel Standish Tinkham & Son, Physicians and Merchants. “It’s Mama, Dr. Tinkham. The baby is coming.” 

			“Okay, Miss Esther,” he said, smiling at her. “I’ll be right along after I sew up this gentleman’s finger.” The doctor had white hair but a still young face. His shirt sleeves were rolled up and his black waistcoat opened. His small examining room was in the back of the store. It contained a cabinet of medicines and tools, and a small table with a chair on either side—one for the doctor and the other for the patient. There was also a long, flat table covered with a cloth where the doctor examined people. A farmer was sitting on that table now while the doctor held the man’s hand and made stitches in it. A basin sat nearby with bloody water. Midwives were usually hired to deliver babies, but Esther’s pa said his wife felt better with a real doctor, one who had been taking care of the family for many years. 
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			By the time Esther returned home with the doctor, nearly an hour after she left, some of her brothers and sisters had gathered in the front parlor. She left Waverley tied to the porch railing and rushed inside to follow the doctor up the stairs. She was stopped short by her oldest brother, Daniel, who had come in from the sawmill with their father.

			“Esther, stay here with us. Mama has enough help for now.” Tall and angular at twenty-one, Daniel so resembled his father that Esther responded automatically to his authority and reluctantly came down the stairs. She sat on the floor with Lotte, who had been playing with a rag doll. Suddenly, a scream shot like a bullet through the bedroom door upstairs. Esther heard the muffled voices of her father and the doctor and her grandmother, too, but she was most aware of her mother’s screams and then a continuous keening.

			“Shall I read you a story, baby Charlotte?” Esther asked, pulling the toddler into her lap and pressing her face against Lotte’s downy head to keep from shaking.

			“It wasn’t like this with Lotte,” Esther said petulantly to Daniel. “Lotte came fast.” Her mother’s screams had diminished now to a muffled groan. Esther suddenly looked over at Daniel. “How long did I take?” she asked, wanting to know if she had caused her mother much pain. Daniel grinned at his sister.

			“Esther, you were in a hurry, even then. Mama hardly opened her eyes and there you were asking a hundred questions.” Esther’s eyes filled and she was sorry she had asked such a question, as if making light of her birth, any birth that is so painful and risky. When Grandmother Hetty called down the stairs for more hot water, Esther asked about her mother. 

			“It’s going to take a while,” her grandmother said without expression. “Esther, go and wash yourself. Your face is streaked with road dust,” she added as a way to avoid the questions. “And see to the horse. He belongs back in the barn with some water.” Esther watched her grandmother wait for seventeen-year-old John, who was carrying a bucket of water to her. Without letting John into the room, she took the heavy bucket herself, her back straight, her step firm. Esther took Waverley back to the barn, removed his saddle, and filled his water bucket. She patted his flank and said, “Thank you for being a good pony, Waverley.” She went out back to the pump and splashed some water on her face, but quickly returned to the others. 

			“Let us get supper,” Esther suggested, unable to sit still and wanting only to rush to her mother. She forced herself to stay downstairs and think of the dinner. The others responded to familiar tasks, eager to keep busy while they kept their vigil.

			“See if there are some dried apples in the cellar, Jane,” Esther ordered. “I will get some meat from the smokehouse.”

			“You don’t have to be so bossy,” Jane said sullenly. “We’ve been through this before, and we do know how to get a meal on the table.” Although Esther was four years younger than Jane, she was already as tall, reaching an equality of stature that Jane seemed to resent. Jane was thin with sharp features and a grayish pallor, and her blue eyes seldom reflected joy. Eliza, on the other hand, was naturally outgoing, wanting to participate in all the family activities. Even now, with her sister Mindwell’s help, she was putting forks next to the plates on the table and asking John to bring the spoons. 

			“There, it is all set,” she said and clapped her hands.

			Later, as they sat on the hard wooden benches around the table, they heard a faint baby’s cry. Esther jumped, knocking over a cup of cider. The baby continued to cry but they heard no other sound.

			“Why doesn’t Papa come out and tell us what the baby is?” Esther asked anxiously. In the past Pa would step out and smile at them all and announce a boy or girl. “And everybody is looking and feeling fine,” he would say. All of them continued to look toward the stairs, waiting.

			“They’ll tell us soon,” Daniel said finally. “Finish your supper.” Esther, who usually needed no encouragement to eat, pushed the pieces of smoked ham and apple in circles on her plate. The room began to darken, and Jane brought candles to the table and put them in the silver Paul Revere candlesticks, one of the few beautiful things their mother treasured. They had been a wedding gift from an aunt and uncle who lived in Boston. Except for the muffled voices from upstairs, no other news was forthcoming. John and Charles sat at the table playing checkers, while the others tried to occupy themselves with small housekeeping tasks. More wood was gathered for the fire, the supper dishes were washed, the lamps lit. John went out to check on the animals and lock up the barn. Another hour passed and sometimes they heard the baby cry, but the bedroom door had not yet opened.

			“That’s Pa,” Esther shrieked suddenly as she heard a sobbing upstairs. Unable to conceal her alarm, she bolted up the stairs and pressed her ear against the door. “Oh, why doesn’t somebody come out?” No sooner had she uttered this when they heard the door latch lifted and Esther’s father filled the doorway. Sawdust still clung to Daniel McQuigg’s damp forehead, giving his ruddy face an ashen look. Beneath the thick, curly gray hair, his reddened eyes sent a cold shudder through Esther.

			“Is Mama all right?” Esther asked, her voice barely a squeak. Her grandmother appeared then with the baby, a faceless bundle of white flannel against her dark blue dress. Esther frowned at the infant and tried to push her way into the room. Her father caught her in his arms, but not before Esther saw the doctor pull the quilt over her mother’s still form on the bed. Then Esther started to scream.

			“She is with God now,” Daniel said. Esther tried desperately to struggle free, but her father picked her up and carried her down the stairs. Hetty followed with the baby. The others stared up from the bottom of the stairs, mouths agape. Jane began to wail. Lotte, who had been awakened by the commotion, began to crawl up the stairs.

			“Mama,” she babbled. “Mama?” Charles rushed over to keep Lotte from the stairs. Esther’s face burned against her father’s rough muslin shirt.

			“Why did she have another baby?” Esther sobbed, pounding her fists on her father’s powerful shoulders, trying to reach behind him and strike at the baby in her grandmother’s arms. “I want Mama,” she wailed. “We don’t need another baby.” Daniel put Esther down in a chair near the hearth and sank slowly into another chair himself. As his children huddled around him he tried to pray, asking God to keep his wife in comfort and peace, but the words stuck in his throat. He fell silent and stared at the floor. Esther’s brothers Daniel and John tried to finish the prayer. Daniel buried his head in his hands and made not a sound. John held the sobbing Eliza on his lap and had his arm around Mindwell.

			Grandmother Hetty sat in a rocking chair near the window, the baby held firmly against her. She looked straight ahead. Only her feet moved as she pushed them against the floor to rock the chair. Hetty’s face had gone deathly pale, the only sign of her grief. Her thinning gray hair was pulled back tightly in a knot, offering no softness or compromise to the sharp features of her face. Esther looked into her grandmother’s eyes. The old woman watched her granddaughter for a moment, then turned and called out, “John, hitch Waverley to the wagon and we will go to the Giles farm so Aunt Esther can nurse the baby.” John was broad in the shoulder although not as tall as Daniel or their father. He had large and very round greenish gray eyes under eyebrows so shaped to make him always seem surprised.

			Unable to control her crying, Esther fled to the garden, dark now and filled with sweet dampness. She stumbled over her book and kicked it roughly away. The tender, flesh-like petals of the aster she had picked earlier for her mother were wilted now, but the little bud was still intact. Esther stamped on the flower and threw herself on the ground. The crickets, busy with their night games, made a deafening racket around her. Esther didn’t know how long she had been curled up and shivering on the ground when she sensed her brother Jesse’s presence. A year older than Esther, Jesse was an inch shorter. He sat down next to her and pulled up his knees and buried his face in them. “Pa sent Charles to get Grandmother Sarah,” he sniffed, “to help with the burial, and Daniel has gone for Reverend Wilkes. Pa said we must make a place for him to stay the night.” 

			“Who will get Edmund?” Esther asked. She knew he was more than a half day ride by fast horse. Suddenly from the darkness came the sound of hammering. Both looked up toward the barn. 

			“It must be Pa,” Jesse said, “building the coffin.” At this both children lost control and began to cry. Esther did not know how long they had been there, but when she became aware that her brother had begun to walk toward the barn she stood up and straightened her shoulders and shook the earth from her skirts and followed. She swallowed hard. “Will we see Mama once more, Jesse?”

			 “Maybe it won’t be tonight,” he said, his voice barely audible.

			[image: ]

			When the family gathered the next afternoon in the small graveyard on a hill above the village, Esther carried a sheath of brilliant pink peonies. She had carefully chosen the most perfect specimens of her mother’s favorite flower. Nearby were the graves of the grandfathers Esther had never known. There were also the graves of the four of Mehitable’s seven children who died in childhood and two of Grandmother Sarah’s eleven children. Grandmother Sarah, with her wide bonnet tied with a black ribbon, was comforting little Eliza and Mindwell. Edmund was there, too, after Charles had ridden all night to Ithaca to get him.

			Reverend Wilkes, a portly man with thinning hair, opened his Bible and began softly, “I am the resurrection and the light, sayeth the Lord.” Esther could barely hear the words above the rumble of wagons on the road below, and the continuous drone of the sawmills along the river. Occasionally, the shout of a river man or teamster drifted up and mingled with the minister’s words.

			Esther looked past the others, down the hill. Men the size of ants in the distance hurried about stacking bundles of shingles and raw lumber onto the flat arks and Durham boats, shouting at those less skillful to make way as they manipulated their clumsy craft with long poles. Lumber was brought in during the winter on sleighs and piled up on the creek banks, in front of what must have been two dozen sawmills, to wait for the spring thaw. Then the arks were made and the shingles cut and shipped, forty thousand of them on a single raft. Some lumber was kept in a yard in town, of course, to build houses—and coffins.

			Tears slid off Esther’s cheeks and dropped onto the flowers as she watched her father and Daniel cover the simple box with earth. She wondered if God would have a flower garden for her mother to enjoy.

			 “We forgot to put a ribbon in her hair,” Esther whispered hoarsely, recalling her last look at her mother earlier at the house as she was laid out in her best blue wool dress in the coffin. Now, when the grave was completely covered, Esther placed the flowers over it. She looked up when she heard the new baby cry. Her mother’s younger sister, Esther Giles, for whom she herself was named, was holding the infant. They were surrounded by the large gathering of McQuigg and Hobart relatives. Retrieving one flower from the grave, Esther walked over and peered into the baby’s face, able now to look at him, to note the resemblance to her mother in the shape of his nose and cheekbones. The baby had been named George. Months ago that had been decided, and now Esther remembered the discussion at the supper table.

			“We will name a son for George Clinton,” her father said, looking pleased, “not only because he was our first governor, but because he was the heart and spirit behind universal suffrage that was granted us this year. He brought true democracy to New York State.”

			“Does that mean I can vote, too?” Esther asked. Her father’s face showed surprise and her brothers laughed out loud. Even her mother fell to giggling.

			“That’s man’s business, Esther,” her father explained gently. “The polls are no fit places for the ladies.”

			“I suppose,” Esther said, enthusiastically pouring more fresh cream over her apple cobbler. But she did not understand. In school she learned just as much as the boys, so why would they be any smarter about voting than she was? Despite the commonly accepted idea that women did not have the same rights as men, they certainly shared the same work. She knew her grandmother had helped build this house. When Grandpa Hobart built the sawmill, Grandmother Hetty helped build the rafts and the arks and loaded them, too, when the river was thawed. There weren’t many other people around to help, other than a few frontiersmen and Indians. 

			“This is for you, George Clinton McQuigg,” she said, placing the flower in her aunt’s hand. “Perhaps it’s best you are not a girl.” Esther kissed the baby’s forehead and he wrinkled his face in a yawn. Esther wiped her hand across her wet face. In the distance, very faintly, she heard the music of a calliope.

			“It’s the circus; it’s come,” one of her young cousins announced, a bit too loudly.

			“I hope it’s not like the menagerie that came last year with that elephant that smelled so bad,” another added. A few childish giggles erupted before a woman’s voice hushed them. Esther wondered if she should go to see the circus. As she left the graveyard with Hetty, she realized that she was the same height as her grandmother.

			“I will be strong, Grandmother,” Esther said, taking the old woman’s hand.

			“I believe you will, Esther,” Hetty said, squeezing Esther’s hand ever so slightly.

			In the weeks following Charlotte’s death, the household was subdued, but there was structure in the lives of this large family, which made their recovery inevitable. There was wheat to harvest, sheep and cows to tend, cider to press, the lumber to cut and mill before winter froze the river. The older boys went about the heavy tasks without being reminded and Esther’s father nursed his grief in an unending work schedule, and with a jug of hard apple cider he kept in the barn. Nobody ever talked about his “tippling,” but the children privately referred to the jug as “the spirits of ’76,” for it was in 1776 that their father was born.

			Aunt Esther Giles nursed the new baby, keeping him with her own family most of the time, such that the others never really got to know him well. Hetty, with Jane and Esther to help, continued to supervise the household. Esther’s eleventh birthday went without notice in August. Birthdays had always meant a special cake for supper, and some homemade gifts, but this year Esther was glad no mention was made of the date. She wondered what baby George would think of every year when his birthday came around.

			Esther began to mother the younger children, feeling comfort in providing the physical care and affection she so badly missed. She took to carrying Lotte around with her while she fed the chickens or gathered stray apples from under the trees. She walked along the creek or through the woods with Eliza and Mindwell, nervously calling them if they left her sight. She even allowed them to accompany her to her private spot in the garden under the white trellis. Sometimes she read to them from the few books the family owned. When she finished and returned the mud-splattered copy of The Pioneers to Mr. Camp in his library, he said she could keep it and enjoy rereading it. He would get another copy for the lending library. He told her that reading would help comfort her at this time. 

			Whenever Esther looked toward the porch through the screen of flowers, she saw the image of her mother in great pain, but she rededicated herself to maintaining the garden her mother so loved. 
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