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			KEYSTONE STATE, ETERNAL CITY

			Waiting at the depot, the team of horses began approaching its iron counterpart. After the engineers had uncoupled the four passenger cars from the steam engine, the beasts went to work hauling them off one set of tracks and onto another, and adding one more car to the short train for the remainder of the journey. Once off in their new direction, the five cars would follow the tracks stretching out before them to their final destination and the thousands who anxiously awaited them there.

			The train’s journey had begun that morning in Washington, DC, its passengers bound farther north. One passenger descended there at the Calvert Street Station in Baltimore, waiting for the equine railroad workers to move his car onto the freight line of the Northern Central Railroad. He was headed to western Pennsylvania, where the cheering crowds that awaited him would stand in stark contrast to the somber occasion that was the reason for his trip. But these were somber times. These were the days when the most enthusiastic of voices were carried on the same winds that just months earlier were rife with the smell of gunpowder, teeming with cries of anguish, not joy, rising above the blood-soaked land. These were times that mingled suffering with satisfaction, gains with gut-wrenching setbacks. The passenger waited for the next leg of the journey, coffins stacked on the platform around him. This was war.

			Some 130 miles to the east of his Keystone State destination stood the city where this young country had begun not yet ninety years earlier. In that city a galvanizing idea, one of independence from tyranny, had united citizens of different walks and varying ideals. Representatives had argued, yes, differed but ultimately had come together. United.

			That city was now a bustling hub of commerce, and there an editor waited, an editor whose father had fought in that revolution decades earlier, an editor who now watched what her father had fought for slipping away. That editor had come to wield more influence than she could ever have imagined, unearthing voices previously unheard, battling for that which she valued. Yet that influence was still not enough to achieve the goal she had been striving toward for much of her adult life. She needed someone of greater importance, someone with a more powerful reach and voice. Someone on a train headed to her state to use that very voice.

			She had been waiting for more than thirty years to see her idea, her heartfelt desire, come to fruition. Like so many people published before and during her time, she had had ideas ignored and cast aside, views discounted, opportunities limited. She was a woman who had risen to the top of a profession she had never expected to have, one that she had crafted more out of need than of want. But she had always risen to the occasion.

			He was a man of contentious proclamations. He was not their first choice to speak that day. He knew that. He, too, would rise to the occasion.

			A woman and a man. A media mogul and the most powerful politician in the land. Both hailed from much humbler beginnings; she on a farm, he in a fabled log cabin, countrysides far from the East Coast hubs that they each now called home.

			He now wielded power in the halls of the nation’s capital; she now wielded a pen in the offices of the country’s publishing mecca.

			She was far from perfect, as was he. But they were somehow perfectly suited to this occasion, seeking unity in different ways, ways neither had thought might align. Not under these circumstances, not in these divisive times.

			Their paths had never crossed, yet in one week, their fates would intertwine. Her intention would meet his execution, her will finding his willingness.

			A country torn apart might one day—or for just one day—seek to come together.

			The table was set.

			The train pulled away from the station.
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			Origin stories are at once enticingly satisfying and perilously fraught with missteps and minefields.

			Take the mythic origin story of the city of Rome, Italy, for example. To put it ever so briefly: The god Mars impregnates a Vestal Virgin named Rhea Silvia, whose father’s reign over the kingdom of Alba Longa has been usurped by his own brother. Rhea gives birth to twin boys, and her power-hungry uncle—the one who snatched the throne from Rhea’s father—orders the babies drowned in the Tiber River in order to prevent them from ever making any claim to the throne of Alba Longa, considered by legend to be the oldest city in Latium. After the would-be assassins set the infants adrift on the river, rather than succumbing to those swirling, ancient Italian waters, the twins alight safely ashore, plopped beneath a fig tree. There, they are suckled by a she-wolf and fed by a woodpecker. The two boys, Romulus and Remus, grow up, rally their forces, and take back Alba Longa from their scheming, murderous great-uncle.

			Then, naturally yet somewhat ironically, the grown brothers themselves fight for power—not at all unlike their grandfather and great-uncle. Romulus slays his brother, Remus; a magnificent new city is built upon the Capitoline Hill and named Rome, in honor of Romulus. Then, around 600 BCE, Rome, her power vastly strengthened, destroys Alba Longa—the very kingdom from which the twins’ mother hailed.

			It is a messy story, and one would be hard-pressed to find an ounce of truth in it. But a compelling origin story, whether mythical or factual, and despite any enduring appeal, lives and thrives as much in the many questions it raises as it does in any answers it seeks to offer. And in that ongoing existence, history is continually evolving.

			New insights and understanding gleaned from scientific fact, painstakingly researched annals, and more, give history a limited shelf life. It happens year after year, generation after generation. Archaeological digs. Uncovered manuscripts. Technological advancements. Stories long set in the canon of a culture, yet defined in their scope by the information initially available, are illuminated, enhanced, and revealed in greater, ideally more comprehensive detail—much like Michelangelo releasing David from the marble that had entrapped him.

			Now, Rome has offered much to the world’s culture factually, mythically, artistically, and at times violently, ever since those twins Romulus and Remus were weaned from the she-wolf. There is one thing Rome has not, however, easily provided the world or its citizens—and that is easy access to cranberries.

			I found this out firsthand when I was in my early thirties. As an American, celebrating Thanksgiving abroad can be a joyous and at times hilariously frustrating experience. I was living in Rome for the second time in my life—my first sojourn there coming right after college when I found myself unable to leave, sucked into the sometimes dolce, often frustrating, but ultimately beguiling vita of the expat. This time, I had returned on purpose, and was freelancing. Many of my Roman and American friends were still living there, and many were familiar with the concept of American Thanksgiving. Now, while the city is charmingly notorious for shutting down in the middle of the day for siesta, it does not shut down for American holidays. And so celebrating the feast day that Italians refer to as the giorno del ringraziamento—literally “day of thanks”—often results in making do with dishes like salsa di mirtilli (blueberry sauce) or substituting ribes (currants) for that indispensable Thanksgiving staple, cranberries. The cranberry is called mirtillo rosso americano in Italian, which means “red American blueberry.” They were, when I lived abroad in the early aughts, wickedly difficult to get your hands on in the Eternal City.

			If there is Black Friday in America, there is Cranberry November in Rome. Throughout the city, expat Americans outmaneuver one another with the ferocity of razor-elbowed shoppers prowling big-box stores and vying for the last available must-have du jour. They desperately seek out and barter for even the perma-ridged, sugar-soaked, elusive cans of premade cranberry sauce, the kind that exits its container with a pffft and a plop and sits on your plate, jiggling, a little crimson tube of jellied nostalgia. Thank God for connections at the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Administration, and its expat-friendly commissary. Ocean Spray! My kingdom for some bog-raked Ocean Spray!

			Rome was not the first city beyond United States borders where I attempted to celebrate an American Thanksgiving. Years earlier, in fact, I had joined several friends in descending upon the apartment and hospitality of a French friend living in Paris. After a long yet ultimately successful quest for a turkey—a whole one that had had most of its feathers removed—we transported what I was sure was one of the smallest birds I had ever seen back to the flat. There we realized that the bird was actually big compared to the French oven expected to fully contain it. The oven door would not shut. Cooking turkey is already a marathon event. It takes a lot longer to accomplish when a good 30 percent of the heat is escaping via an open oven door. We waited. We laughed. We—eventually—ate. We were thankful to be among friends. We were thankful not to get food poisoning.

			Money was tight. I had decided not to travel home for the holidays that year, which was not particularly unusual. In fact, I had spent more than a few Thankgivings at the homes of others. I had traditions I held dear that had nothing to do with my own family, but rather my adopted ones.

			And yet whether I was scouring the streets of Rome for cranberries and nutmeg or arguing with the monsieur behind the counter of a French boucherie about how a turkey was supposed to be prepared for roasting, I often wondered what had brought me to this desperate state and why I cared. Why do Americans cling so fervently to this holiday? Why was I doing this? Why do so many of us do this every year, no matter our religion, ethnic background, feelings for our relatives, or discomfort with the holiday’s own troubling origin stories—many of which have been revealed to be myth?

			Thanksgiving weekend has served as an emotional touchstone for me in many ways, and not always a pleasant one. Even today, the long weekend brings up a variety of trying memories: A death in the family. A particularly painful breakup I never saw coming (and as a romantic pessimist, I almost always saw them coming). Screaming matches. And, rest her soul, my mother’s lackluster stuffing.

			Add to this cornucopia of melancholy the fact that I have long known—as so many of us have—that the holiday can be even more painful for Indigenous peoples, many of whom mark the event as a day of mourning year after year to broaden the understanding of how the holiday has evolved in North America.

			But I’m getting ahead of myself.

			That Thanksgiving weekend that had seen me essentially kicked to the airport curb by a newly minted ex, a dear friend picked me up and took me home. I cried into my yams but was happy being with people who cared for even the messiest version of me.

			Yes, other Thanksgivings had seen deaths in the family—but there had been celebrations and births, too. I soon learned to make my own selection of stuffings, and one year I even helped assemble that unholiest of culinary orgies, a turducken: a turkey stuffed with a duck, stuffed with . . . you get the picture. It’s like a poultry nesting doll with gravy.

			I love celebrating Thanksgiving. There is something about knowing that one weekend a year, things will slow down a bit. I will not have to buy presents or send cards, and there is no particular religious practice associated with this holiday that would make me or anyone else feel uncomfortable. It is a time for food and friends. It is a time to say, above all else, things may be kind of a disaster right now, but thank you. I’m grateful to be here, whatever “here” happens to be offering right now.

			From the mirtilli to the mashed potatoes, my version of Thanksgiving—like that of so many other individuals—has evolved over time. I want to feel good about Thanksgiving. But it has also begun to feel as though it is on the cusp of another evolution, in what we know of it and how we celebrate it now.

			Years ago, I began looking into the stories behind both “little-t” thanksgivings and the American “big-T” Thanksgiving, and that meant exploring more than just decades of menus and historical whitewashing. There is a lot of history there. The origins of the day were rooted in hundreds, even thousands, of years teeming with times of loss and difficulty. Yet thanksgivings, both secular and religious, along with harvest festivals, days of fasting, and the conflation of all of the above, have all had at least one thing in common: gratitude.

			Thanksgivings long predate the existence or even conceptualization of the United States. Civilizations of Indigenous peoples were offering thanks in their way tens of thousands of years before Romulus and Remus were even a twinkle in Mars’s eye. And in this, humankind’s seeking of gratitude and grace—whether or not it is sought with hands clasped at the table—remains relevant, even crucial, especially in the times that try our souls most.

			In the midst of strife and suffering, when violence and hatred seem to dominate the news of the day, finding blessings, however big or small, can feel like an insurmountable, even Pollyanna, task. When we’re besieged by gloom and feeling alienated and frustrated, hopelessness and anger seem the only logical stances from which to formulate action. We kick into emotional survival mode. But it is precisely in those moments that seeking reasons to be grateful is most important and, as modern neuroscientific evidence continues to support, even healing and curative. Giving thanks when there seems little to be thankful for can offer moments of unity amid division, elicit empathy rather than foster estrangement, and perhaps promote a moment’s peace. Toiling to uncover that little speck of gold amid so much emotional dross, we commit to coming together even when we feel forces ripping us apart.

			And that appeared to be, at least in part, some of the thinking in 1863 during the American Civil War.

			There was, during that contentious time, a controversial president at the helm of a nation that had never been more divided. There was, too, a member of the press on a very particular mission. That powerful member of the media had a mind for years to recommit the country to a unifying celebration of giving thanks, one that might cement what had been for generations—eons, really—a tradition interpreted in many different ways.

			This would not be, of course, the final say on the idea of thanksgiving, on these shores or beyond them. It was not about to whom this celebration would belong, beyond that it might be celebrated the same time each year in the same country. In truth, it was less about the proposed holiday than what it might stand for. Could stand for. And might continually strive to evolve into, once the smoke had cleared the battlefield and the plates had cleared the tables.

			Over time, we in these oh so young United States have tweaked, teased, reinvented, and expanded both the practice of thanksgiving and the holiday itself to suit our culture, our circumstances, and our traditions, and often to cater to forces whose aims might not have been the noblest—or that were, at the very least, of questionable intent. Just as the myths of Romulus and Remus eventually gave way to the very true stories of Etruscans and Caesars, then so, too, can outdated histories gain a broadened perspective when a culture and a people grow in understanding and, ideally, empathy for those who might wish to gather together to give thanks with us.

			And so to see how thanks can arise out of suffering and how the practice of giving thanks might still yet manage to imbue a holiday rife with its own suffering and injustices, it is useful and instructive to first look to the past before bringing this practice forward.

			I do not start at “the beginning” of what it means to give thanks, or to create rites and feast days surrounding the practice of gratitude. That is the beginning of time. As a woman and a journalist seeking to reframe the timeless concept of gratitude within the very time-restricted holiday of Thanksgiving in the United States, I looked to another woman and journalist: that same dogged member of the media who pushed presidents to create a national day of thanks but, because of her gender, would never be permitted to cast a vote in the elections of her homeland. Still, she sought to be heard. A writer whose work was unlikely to be widely read. Someone who knew loss. A person who had endured hardship. Through it all, though the world in which she lived either did not want to hear what she thought or gave her very prescribed ways in which she could communicate those thoughts, she carved out a voice. She could not vote for the presidents of her day, but her impact on those leaders and the country they served would outlast all of their lives. She was a cultural bridge of sorts, from one president to the next, and from one version of the country to the next. She was anachronistic in her own way, stubbornly existing in one era, striving in some ways to reach the next, yet not quite fully standing in either. She resisted the limits placed on her by that which had come before and the established expectations of that which was to come. She strove, against many odds, to make things her own.

			Thanksgiving is a concept going back thousands of years. Since becoming a national holiday in the United States, it has grown and changed, added some traditions and shirked others. It will continue to do so. In the spirit of one American’s time, in the spirit of that one American’s enthusiastic fight to raise her voice and elevate those of others, the table is set for change once more. Maybe it is time to make the case for “little-t” thanksgiving, one that might embody the best of who we are, one that would argue again for coming together respectfully, when it seems difficult or impossible to do so. Traditions, holidays, practices, celebrations, and more should embody—to quote that very president most closely associated with the annual feast—the “better angels of our nature.”

			Gratitude, in any case, is not about a holiday; it is about a state of mind. Now, as ever, we need a way to say thanks. We have seen trying times. They have challenged and revealed us. They will again and again.

			So before we go any further, we must first take a look back.

		

	
		
			I

			TIMELESS THANKS

			
				He is a wise man who does not grieve for the things which he has not, but rejoices for those which he has.

				—epictetus

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			AND THUS COMMENCED . . .

			Summer began to slowly yield to autumn with an earlier dip of the sun over the New Hampshire horizon and a dip of the mercury on the thermometer. It was a time for harvest, good or bad, one that might meet or fall short of expectations, needs, and wants. No matter that season’s yield, this woman would, along with all the others in her place and time, take a moment, or even a day, to stop and give thanks.

			She expected that the state’s governor would, as was custom by this point in time, proclaim when this somewhat annual, yet always changeable, celebration and day of reflection would take place. Despite a life that had brought her so much upheaval of late, and no matter her precarious financial situation, and with all of her recent and still deeply resonating loss, she welcomed the opportunity to find something, anything, for which to be grateful.

			With her options severely limited and five young mouths to feed, the woman would do what she had always done. The one thing that brought her some measure of joy.

			She was tired.

			It was late.

			There was a hungry baby at her breast.

			Because of her gender she had little standing, but always a foundation on which she was willing to bravely stand. Her options were few. But she had a pen and a purpose and something to say.

			And so as she had so many times before, Sarah Josepha Hale sat down to write.

			

			

			Writing was never a vocation that a young Sarah had actively sought, despite her love of the written word and her rabid consumption of books—one of the few indulgences women were allowed. Even if writing had long been her goal, it was not the kind of calling encouraged in the young women of her time. No, she needed work and she needed money. Life thus far may not have provided her much in the way of opportunity, but it had prepared her well to make do and get by.

			Sarah Josepha Buell had spent her childhood in the late 1700s on a farm just outside of Newport, New Hampshire, which sat near the Sugar River. The year she was born, 1788, the recently liberated colonies had yet to elect their first president. Farm life instilled in young Sarah, as it did in many rural folk, a work ethic necessary for survival, especially in the harsh climate of the states’ northern reaches. For Sarah, this drive also likely stemmed from witnessing as a child the struggles endured by her father, Gordon Buell, a Revolutionary War veteran who had fought under General Horatio Gates. Although her father survived those battles, he had returned to his family injured, with the use of his legs badly compromised. This in turn badly compromised his ability to run a farm. So he had long relied on his sons, Sarah’s brothers, Horatio and Charles, to help him.

			Sarah also had a younger sister, Martha, named for their mother, and the young women helped their mother run the house. As for her two older brothers, Charles soon set out to sea and Horatio, whom they called “Race,” was left on his own to help Gordon Buell with the manual labor the family’s farm required.

			Given that Martha Buell had fed her children’s minds in the best way she knew how—with ample helpings of books—it wouldn’t be a surprise that Race’s aspirations were to pursue college and law, not farming and agriculture. For young women not attending school, reading strongly shaped Sarah’s early years as well.

			“Next to the Bible and Pilgrim’s Progress,” she later wrote, “my earliest reading was Milton, Johnson, Pope, Cowper, and a part of Shakespeare.” But the book that made the biggest impression on her, at a mere seven years of age, was The Mysteries of Udolpho, by Ann Radcliffe. “Of all the books I saw,” Sarah added, “few were written by Americans and none by women. But here was a work, the most fascinating I had ever read, always excepting Pilgrim’s Progress, written by a woman. How happy it made me!”

			And so Sarah was educated, primarily in the only way a young woman could be at that time—through books and conversation, yes, but also by intellectually piggybacking on the educations of the males in her life, like her brother Race. Race thought it unfair his sister was denied a college education, and what he learned at school, he generously shared with Sarah, including philosophy and Latin. Between her mother’s example and her brother’s encouragement, Sarah’s fertile mind and growing passion for reading and writing had well prepared her for some sort of work outside the home. That is, if she could get it.

			Race—with the benefit of traditional schooling—had been preparing to attend Dartmouth, with the intention of becoming a lawyer. Though his attendance there took him away from the Buell household and therefore placed added pressure on Sarah and her younger sister, Race’s visits home to see his family offered Sarah even more advanced opportunities to continue her hand-me-down education.

			However, Race’s visits home didn’t give him enough time to provide the assistance Gordon Buell needed in order to keep the farm running, and so it became clear to Sarah’s father that things had to change. He decided he had to seek other, less physically taxing options for work. With his energies waning and his resources drying up, he moved his wife and two daughters into town, where he decided to try his hand as an innkeeper. Gordon Buell opened the doors of the Rising Sun Inn on Newport’s main thoroughfare in 1810. Sarah was twenty-two years old.

			Now living in the town of Newport, Sarah, with her mind full of books and a thorough if secondhand education at her disposal, sought work as a teacher. This occupation was still considered primarily a job for men who had had the benefit of formal schooling, but exceptions were sometimes made if the need in the community was there. The nearby town of Guild had just such a need, and Sarah began teaching there to earn money for her family. There she was able to share what she had learned and observe the lives of the youngsters in her care. As she did—as she would continue to do—she made note of what she saw in her tiny schoolhouse day to day, and those experiences would inform her writing for years to come.

			Race was away at school, Gordon Buell had his inn, and Sarah had her job. Things in Newport were seeming settled, if challenging. The family had not heard from Sarah’s older brother, Charles, for some time, long enough that he was presumed lost at sea. They all felt Race’s absence. And now, not long after the Rising Sun Inn opened, on November 25, 1811, the Buell family encountered yet another loss. On that day, Sarah’s sister, Martha, died of consumption, or tuberculosis. Adding to the family’s grief, Sarah’s mother passed away shortly thereafter. Now only Sarah and her father remained at home. Without his wife’s efforts and support, and with Sarah now occupied with her teaching responsibilities, Gordon Buell was finding it increasingly difficult to maintain the inn.

			Living in town also meant that Sarah was interacting with more people and passers-through. And though 1811 had brought loss and turmoil to the household, it also brought something new and exciting to Sarah’s life, in the form of a lawyer named David Hale. Taverns were indispensable locales in a small town: a place to meet; get food, drink, or lodging; find out the latest news. David had come to Newport to open his own law office and shortly after his arrival, the newcomer stopped into the Rising Sun Inn. And there he met Sarah.

			David was older than she, but the pair were impeccably well suited to each other. And though Sarah’s father eventually sold the inn, it was there that the pair married on October 23, 1814. Sarah was a day shy of her twenty-sixth birthday. The two moved into a lovely two-story white-painted wooden house on the town’s main street. It had plenty of windows and ample light, and sat across from several small streams that ran through the center of town and created small islets that residents would hop and traverse to get from one side to the other. The pair filled their house with those very objects they both cherished most: books.

			Sarah delighted in the evenings she and David spent sitting together to read and discuss the books that filled their shelves. They even devised a nightly program of study, lending goals and purpose to their favorite pastime. From eight in the evening until ten, the couple studied topics like French and botany. In some ways, David had taken up where Race had left off, sharing the benefits of his formal education with Sarah. “In all our mental pursuits,” she later wrote, “it seemed the aim of Mr. Hale to enlighten my reason, strengthen my judgement, and give me confidence in my own powers of mind, which he estimated much higher than I did.” And with David’s encouragement, Sarah had also begun to dedicate more time to her writing. Her observations and notes evolved into poems and short stories. She did not, she would later say, want her personal life in the pages of her works. Yet her personal beliefs, her views, and her passions often infused her characters.

			The couple quickly grew their family. While pregnant with her third child, Sarah came down with tuberculosis, and it was feared she and the unborn child would die, victims of a disease that had already struck Sarah’s own family. David refused to accept this. Against doctor’s orders, he took his wife on a tour of New Hampshire. It was late autumn and brisk. David had heard that fresh air was healing and that “frost grapes”—wild grapes exposed to the first frost while still on the vine—were curative. The pair returned home and, somewhat miraculously, Sarah regained her strength and gave birth to a healthy baby. A fourth followed soon after. And since they had seemed to work, Sarah would continue to eat grapes for the rest of her days.

			Sarah was now busy taking care of the home and, as her mother had for her, educating her children. David was occupied with his practice and active in the Newport community, and had been elected Worshipful Master of the Corinthian Lodge of the Masons. Sarah’s father, Gordon, had died just five years after his daughter married, so this was Sarah’s family now, save for visits from her brother Race, who, like her husband, was now a lawyer. Growing in experience if not in confidence, Sarah began to take on larger and larger writing projects, with David encouraging her to submit those pieces to the local newspapers or other outlets that might publish them. Sarah’s experiences as a teacher, the settings and rhythms of life in New England, as well as her cherished role as a mother—which she considered her first vocation—informed and inspired some of her earliest writing. And her children comprised her earliest audience. When it was time to put her four youngsters to sleep, Sarah would share her own poetry with them.

			“Good night,” she’d say.

			
				Good night—and peace be with you—

				Peace, that gentlest parting strain;

				Soft it falls like dew on blossoms,

				Cherishing within our bosoms,

				Kind desires to meet again:

				Good night—Good night.

				Good night—Good night—but not forever,

				Hope can see the morning rise,

				Many a pleasant scene before us,

				As though angels hovered o’er us,

				Bearing blessings from the skies:

				Good night—Good night.

				Good night—Good night—oh, softly breathe it!

				’Tis a prayer for those we love;

				Peace to-night and joy to-morrow,

				For our God, who shields the sparrow,

				Hears us in his courts above:

				Good night—Good night.

			

			In 1822, at the age of thirty-three, Sarah was expecting her fifth child. What she was not expecting, not so early into their marriage, not with a child weeks away from being born, was that David would take ill. It was late September, the air was turning cold, and David was returning home from visiting a client. Wintry weather was unexpected on this, an early fall day, but it arrived nonetheless and David found himself caught in it. At first, he was struck by a cold, but then his symptoms advanced. David soon succumbed to pneumonia, an illness Sir William Osler, the father of modern medicine, would later dub “the most fatal of all acute diseases.” And so it was. David did not recover.

			Sarah had not yet been married ten years. The couple’s fifth child, William, entered the world just two weeks after his father’s departure from it. Sarah had donned her mourning black for David’s burial at Pine Hill Cemetery in Newport, and she would wear it the rest of her days.

			Sarah Josepha Hale was now a thirty-four-year-old widowed mother of five. She had never earned enough of a living from her writing to support a family. “Till my husband’s death . . . I had never seriously contemplated being an authoress,” Sarah later wrote. With a lawyer for a husband, she had not needed to. But as with most paths taken in life, Sarah’s was partially forged by necessity. Now, she needed money.

			“My husband’s business had been large for the country,” Sarah wrote later, describing the relative success of a lawyer working outside of a major city such as Boston or New York, “but he had hardly reached the age when men of his profession begin to lay up property and he had spared no indulgence to his family. We had lived in comfort, but I was left poor,” she wrote, adding, “for my children I was deeply distressed. I care not that they should inherit wealth, but to be deprived of the advantages of education was to make them ‘poor indeed.’”

			Sarah’s first attempt to rebuild her family’s finances was to go into business with David’s sister Hannah and open a millinery in town. The local Masons, in the wake of David’s sudden death, offered to help set up the pair in a shop of their own. The two women placed an ad in the local newspaper, Spectator, to announce their new business and offerings to the residents of Newport: figured gauze, hats for daily wear, silk mourning bonnets, brown cambrics, headdresses, and more. They assured potential customers they offered “the latest and most assured patterns.” As for payment, they would happily take currency or even feathers. But there was plenty of competition as well. And Sarah simply did not want to make mourning bonnets. She wanted to write.

			Nights proved the most opportune time to get writing done. Her days were packed with work at the shop, as well as caring for her four children and newborn William. But she made the most of the time she could spare, and Sarah’s steady commitment to her writing netted her an accumulation of poems that she thought might make a nice collection. Within a year after David’s death, in 1823, and again with the fortunate backing of the Masons, Sarah published The Genius of Oblivion; and Other Original Poems. The title page described the author simply as “A Lady of New Hampshire.” Despite its mediocrity, its publication was a major accomplishment for Sarah. Nevertheless, the book garnered little attention or critical praise. Undeterred, she decided to submit her work to more widely read publications, and almost immediately the United States Literary Gazette, the Atlantic Monthly, and the Boston Spectator and Ladies’ Album snapped up her work. In fact, the latter published seventeen of Sarah’s poems, two short stories, and a review—in one year alone. She was beginning to get noticed. Several of her poems were also included in a popular gift book, The Memorial. Momentum was hers, and she was eventually able to wish her sister-in-law well and leave the millinery behind.

			The years of nightly writing soon reaped an even larger reward: Sarah had completed a weighty novel. She sent off the manuscript to one
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