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        “Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.”

        - Confucius

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            MAY 23-24, 1856

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kill ‘em! Kill the heathens!”

      John Brown’s voice boomed through the crisp spring air as he recounted last night’s dream. The abolitionist’s eyes gleamed with a fervent intensity, his cadence rising and falling like a hellfire preacher. The firelight cast ominous shadows across Brown’s weathered face, deepening the lines etched by years of righteous anger.

      Sam Miller had joined Brown's ragtag band of abolitionists for a different reason than most. He agreed that slavery was a vile institution, but his primary motivation was a thirst for blood—anyone's blood would do. The beatings he had endured at the hands of his father had left him scarred, both physically and emotionally. With the old man now dead, Sam sought to ease his pain by inflicting violence upon others, a twisted form of retribution. It’s damned hard to get even with a dead man, Sam mused. Brown remained unaware of Sam's true intentions, believing him to be a fellow crusader in the fight against slavery.

      As Brown droned on about his divine vision, Sam's thoughts drifted to the irony of the situation. The abolitionist was a staunch believer in the word of God, yet he seemed to have no qualms about taking lives in the name of his cause. All this reflection called for whiskey, but there was none to be had. Brown's intolerance for drinking was well known, but apparently, killing was perfectly acceptable—there was a lot of that in the Bible.

      The men huddled around the campfire, their faces illuminated by the flames. They camped at the confluence of the Pottawatomie and Mosquito Creeks near Palmyra in eastern Kansas. Four of Brown's sons, two neighbors, and Sam listened intently as their leader revealed his divine mandate. The air was heavy with tension and a palpable sense of anticipation.

      "I saw the sins of the slavers laid bare before me," Brown declared with righteous fury. "The Lord showed me the suffering of the enslaved, their blood crying out for vengeance. He has chosen us, my brothers, to be the instruments of His divine retribution!"

      Sam fought the urge to scoff at Brown's grandiose claims. Brown often compared himself to Moses. He looked the part, with a horse blanket wrapped around him to fend off the night air and a staff fashioned from hickory. Sam cared little for the man's visions and holy proclamations, seeing them as nothing more than the ravings of a madman. All Sam wanted was to spill some pro-slaver blood and numb the ache in his own soul.

      Brown unveiled his plan, his words painting a grim picture of the carnage that was to come. The men gathered around him and checked their weapons—their hands trembling. Sam ran his fingers along the cool metal of his own blade, finding a twisted comfort in its lethal promise.

      “Our priority is to kill the slavers on this here death list. There’s a passel of ‘em living along the border with Missouri. We’ll start at the top—our first target is the Doyle family. James Doyle is a known pro-slaver. He and his sons are to be made an example of, a bloody message to all those who dare to support the institution of slavery.”
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      Under the cover of darkness, the group set out on horseback. Rifles, knives and sabers were piled high on the buckboard wagon that followed. A late-night mist swirled around them, cloaking their approach in an eerie shroud. Brown, clad in black from head to toe, seemed to melt into the shadows, his presence more felt than seen. Sam rode beside him, his breath quickening with each passing mile, the impending bloodshed consuming his thoughts.

      Sam asked, “Are you worried about losing our way in this muck?”

      “No, son, God is lighting our path.”

      As they neared the Doyle homestead, Sam's pulse pounded in his ears, drowning out the chirping of crickets and the distant howl of a coyote. He watched as Fred Brown, one of John's sons, dismounted and approached the cabin door, his knuckles rapping against the weathered wood.

      The events that followed soon became a blur. A woman yelled, “James, go see who’s out there!” It was Doyle’s wife, Mahala. James Doyle, roused from his slumber, stumbled to the door, still trying to buckle his pants. His eyes were wide with confusion and fear. A large black mutt ran from behind the cabin and leapt onto the porch, barking at the strangers. Fred Brown drew his short two-edged sword and plunged it into the dog’s neck. The sword went all the way through before Fred withdrew it. The dog let out a guttural moan and collapsed at Doyle’s feet. Blood spurted on the floorboards. Fred was stoic and unmoved. He held the sword up for Doyle to view.

      The elder Brown stood erect at the back of the porch with his Sharp’s rifle pointed at Doyle. He was vehement, “You’re a murderin’ pro-slaver, and we’ve come to take you prisoner.”

      Doyle tried to block the men from entering the cabin. But it didn’t help; Brown’s sons escorted Doyle and his two adult sons out of the house. The farmer begged Brown to leave his family alone.

      Mahala begged for mercy, her anguished cries piercing the night air. She pulled at Brown’s waistcoat and pleaded with him to spare their youngest son. Brown and his men ignored the child, but were deaf to her other pleas. Their hearts were hardened by a righteous fury that knew no bounds.

      Brown ordered Doyle to halt in front of the cabin. The prisoner turned and faced his captor. Brown put down his rifle and took the revolver from his belt. He pointed it at Doyle and fired two shots into the man’s forehead. Blood and brain tissue exited the back of the farmer’s head.

      The mist had now enveloped the intruders. Mahala saw her husband’s lifeless corpse through the gloom, and she let out a high-pitched shriek as Doyle lay in the road with a dark pool around his body.

      Sam watched, transfixed, as Brown’s sons drew their sabers and attacked the other captives. When Fred unsheathed his sword, blood from the dog still covered the blade. He used it to slash Doyle’s eldest son across the torso, who looked down in horror as intestines and gore oozed out of his belly. Fred took on the dispassionate look of his father, his face showing a dogged determination. The younger Doyle tried running, but Fred overtook him. Fred stabbed him again and again. Now, two of Doyle’s sons lay on the side of the road, about fifty feet from their father’s body.

      Brown, his face splattered with blood, turned to his men and hollered praise. "The Lord's work is done here tonight, my brothers. Let this be a message to all who would oppose us. The fight for freedom has only just begun!" With a curt nod, Brown signaled for his men to move out, the first name on his list now struck through with blood.

      Fred let out a triumphant whoop as they left the carnage behind. Brown wanted the world to know what had transpired at Pottawatomie Creek, a grim message written in scarlet. But Sam’s stomach churned, the coppery tang of blood lingering in his nostrils. He wondered if the price of vengeance was worth the costs.
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            TWO YEARS PRIOR, JUNE 2, 1854

          

        

      

    

    
      The high-pitched whistle blew after noontime, signaling the end of another workday. Normally, the crew would toil until sunset, their bodies aching and their spirits drained, but today was different. The master carpenter knew he couldn't keep them, not with the fate of Anthony Burns hanging in the balance. The new mansion on Beacon Hill would have to wait, for everyone in Boston was on edge, awaiting the moment when Burns would emerge from the courthouse.

      Sam Miller and his friend Mikey Sullivan, two young apprentices on the crew, weren't staunch abolitionists like some, but they didn’t want to miss out on a good riot. "Dang it, Mikey! You best hurry. I'll be riled up if we're late," Sam yelled, cutting through the clamor of the worksite.

      They raced down Beacon Street, their satchels laden with tools bouncing against their sweat-soaked backs. The brick sidewalks and gas-lit lamps blurred past as they sprinted towards the heart of the city, their lungs burning with exertion.

      Sam's mind raced as he ran, his thoughts consumed by the storm brewing in Boston. The newspapers fueled the uproar, each headline a cry against the injustice of slavery. Sam devoured every article, his mental tally of the nation's woes growing with each passing day. The Kansas-Nebraska Act, signed into law just days ago, promised to tear the country apart, and Sam couldn't shake the feeling that he was bearing witness to a much different future.

      Anthony Burns, the fugitive slave whose capture had set the city ablaze, embodied the struggle that threatened to consume the nation. Arrested under the Fugitive Slave Act and dragged before a Boston court, Burns faced the unthinkable prospect of being returned to the shackles of bondage. It was a fate that Sam couldn't fathom.

      As they reached the courthouse, Sam and Mikey pushed their way through the throng of onlookers, their eyes wide with wonder at the sea of humanity that had gathered to bear witness. They gawked at the uniformed soldiers lining the streets, a show of force ordered by President Franklin Pierce himself. The atmosphere was electric, the air thick with tension and anticipation.

      Sam shimmied up a lamppost, his wiry frame barely feeling the strain, while Mikey stood on the base, craning his neck to see over the sea of heads. They watched in silence as Burns emerged from the courthouse, flanked by a phalanx of marshals. The young man, his wrists bound in iron shackles, walked with a quiet dignity that belied his circumstances. To Sam, he looked more like a Boston banker than a fugitive slave, his clothes crisp and his boots shining in the afternoon sun.

      As Burns descended the steps, the crowd erupted in shouts of "Death to Freedom," their chants rising in a cacophony of support. Signs bearing images of death, symbolizing the loss of Burns' liberty, bobbed above the throng. Black funeral shrouds hung from windows, and a coffin swayed ominously from a second-story perch.

      Sam's heart raced as he watched Burns pass, the black man's eyes fixed straight ahead, his jaw set with determination. They followed the procession down State Street, the crowd's fervor palpable in the warm June air. Sweat glistened on Burns' dark skin, and Sam, mere feet away, marveled at the man's composure in the face of such a grim fate.

      But the moment was fleeting, and the crowd's fervor dissipated as quickly as it had ignited. Soldiers with bayonets fixed to their rifles made it clear that any attempt to intervene would be met with deadly force. Sam and Mikey, their spirits deflated, realized that no second riot would come. Burns' march had been reduced to a hollow spectacle, a mockery of justice played out on the streets of Boston.
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      "Let's go, Mikey! Ain't going to be any fighting today. I need to down me a beer." Sam’s voice was heavy with disappointment. Mikey, ever the Irishman, needed no convincing.

      They made their way to The Bell in Hand tavern, a favorite haunt of the city's working men. The smell of spilled beer and salty air greeted them as they stepped inside, the din of a dozen languages filling the air. They elbowed their way to a small table in the back, their tools clattering to the floor as they collapsed into their seats.

      "That poor Anthony Burns is in a real fix." His words were barely audible over the clamor of the bar. "He's probably already on board that ship, bound for a life of misery."

      Mikey nodded, his face grim. "Aye, Sam. It's a damn shame, it is. But what can the likes of us do? We're just a couple of apprentices, scraping by on a few dollars a week."

      Sam took a long pull from his mug, the rich, dark beer doing little to quell the anger that burned in his gut. "I'll tell you what we can do, Mikey. We can go west, to Kansas. That's where the real fight is, not here in Boston."

      Mikey looked at him as if he'd grown a second head. "Kansas? Are you daft, man? There's nothing out there but Indians, tornados, and wilderness."

      But Sam was undeterred, the fire of conviction burning bright in his eyes. "No, Mikey, you're wrong. Kansas is where the future is being written. The way I see it, we have two choices: we can stay here and watch as our country tears itself apart, or we can go out there and make a difference."

      The room suddenly felt too small, too suffocating. Sam's mind raced with visions of wide-open prairies and endless skies, a land where a man could be his own master. He thought of his father, a drunken louse who had made his life a living hell, and of the countless beatings he had endured at his hands. In Kansas, he could start anew, free from the chains of his past.

      "I'm tired of living like this, Mikey. I'm tired of breaking my back for scraps while the rich get richer. In Kansas, we could have land of our own, a chance to make something of ourselves."

      Mikey drained his mug, his eyes distant. "It's a pretty dream, Sam. But that's all it is, a dream. We're just a couple of poor boys, born into a world that doesn't give a damn about us."

      Sam slammed his fist on the table. The empty mugs jumped with the force of his anger. "Then we change the world, Mikey. We go out there and we fight for what's right, just like Anthony Burns did. We make a stand, even if it costs us everything."

      They delved into Sam's plan to head west, though he kept his true motive hidden. Escaping his father's abuse was his driving force, even if it meant leaving behind his mother and sister.

      "I'll feel poorly about Ma and Sis when I leave. I reckon Sis can look after Ma, but I'm weary of trying to do the right thing. I bust my ass building houses for rich folk, just to have my pa piss all the money away. Yes sirree, it's time I did something about it."

      For Sam, the decision was made. He would go to Kansas, even if he had to walk every step of the way. He would carve out a new life on the frontier, a life free from the abuses of the past. And if that life demanded blood, then so be it. Sam had plenty of blood to give, and plenty of anger to fuel his resolve.

      Mikey leaned back, skeptical. "I've got a few questions for you. To start, there are Injuns out West. Don't you value your scalp?"

      Sam scoffed. "I've got worse problems here. And I don't think Injuns are any more dangerous than the thugs in the North End."

      "And what are you gonna do about your apprenticeship before you head out on this outlandish dream?"

      Sam shrugged, his mind already racing ahead. "There's a genuine need for carpenters out West. You wanna go with me, Mikey Boy?"

      Mikey shook his head, a wry grin on his face. "When pigs fly."
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      Dusk settled over the city as Sam and Mikey left The Bell in Hand, their pockets empty and their spirits high. The last of Sam's meager funds had been spent on beer, leaving them to trudge northward on foot, their heavy satchels a constant reminder of the day's toil. The North End of Boston, a seedy labyrinth of brothels and taverns, enveloped them in its grimy embrace. The stench of raw sewage hung in the damp air, a rotten egg odor that clung to their clothes and turned their stomachs. Sam longed to escape; anywhere would be better than here.

      Mikey's family, like many of their Irish neighbors, called The Square home. The influx of immigrants fleeing famine and poverty in Ireland had transformed the neighborhood in recent years, much to the chagrin of Sam's father, Henry. "The damned Irish," he would mutter, blaming them for his own inability to hold down a job. But Sam knew the truth—it was the bottle, not the Irish, that kept his father from steady work.

      With a quick goodbye to Mikey, Sam made his way to the cramped house his family rented on Hull Street. The rent, barely covered by the combined incomes of the family, was a constant source of stress. His mother, Emma, toiled away in the textile mills, one of the "Lowell Girls,” named after the inventor of the power loom that turned raw cotton into cloth. It also turned the women into virtual slaves. The women toiled twelve hours per day, six days a week.

      Sam's own apprenticeship, arranged by his father in a misguided attempt to mold him in his own image, provided a small measure of financial stability, but at a cost to his own aspirations. Sam's father worked as a carpenter and wanted Sam to follow in his footsteps. He arranged for Sam's apprenticeship when he was fourteen. Sam didn't want to follow his father anywhere; he despised the man. Sam, however, found that he had a genuine talent for carpentry, and he brought home more on a weekly basis than his father, who either didn't show up for work or drank his wages away. Sam and Emma paid the monthly rent, but just barely.

      It was sunset when Sam got home from the Anthony Burns spectacle, and he rushed to tell everyone about his day. The two beers he quaffed also had him feeling spirited when he opened the door to their second floor living quarters. As Sam burst through the door, eager to share the day's events with his family, the scene that greeted him stopped him cold. Instead of the warmth and comfort of home, he found his mother sitting at the kitchen table, eyes wide with fear, as his drunken father held a bowie knife to her throat. Emma's eyes locked with Sam's, a silent plea for help as tears streamed down her face.

      What the hell?

      Clara, Sam's sixteen-year-old sister, heard the commotion. She was preparing for bed and held an iron bed warmer filled with hot coals which was supposed to go between the sheets of her bed. Evenings were still cool in Boston in early June. Sam leapt towards Clara, snatched the hot bed warmer from her hands, turned and smashed it against his father's head. Henry shrieked from the hot coals, burning his face while glowing embers spilled onto the floor. The bowie knife dropped to the kitchen table; Sam picked it up and started toward his father. Henry stumbled toward the door after gaining his balance from the blow.

      Emma grabbed Sam's arm. "No more, Sam. Let him go."

      "Ma, he may have gotten away with beating you in England, but not here. Not when I'm old enough to do something about it. God damn him; if I ever see my father in this house again, he’s a dead man."

      Her right eye was purple from the blows she took before Henry brandished the knife. A trickle of blood rolled down her neck. Emma had a few loose teeth, and she had trouble uttering a sound. "Sam, I don't want you going after him. We've got enough problems as it is. I need you here with me."

      "Ma, if that man ever lays a hand on you again, I'll kill him dead to right."
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      As Clara cleaned up the mess, Sam's mind raced with thoughts of revenge. He had to find his father, to make him pay for the years of abuse and torment. With the bowie knife tucked into his belt, he stormed out, his mother's pleas fading behind him.

      The streets were a blur as Sam searched for his father, checking every doctor's office and tavern he could think of. The Green Dragon was a dead end, its patrons too drunk and belligerent to be of any help. Frustration mounted as the night wore on, until Sam found himself back at The Bell in Hand, the knife burning a hole in his belt. He knew his Pa didn’t like the pub (too many Irish went there), but Sam liked it. He’d already been there earlier today with Mikey. If there was ever a day that called for stopping in a bar twice, this was it. Hardly anyone remained—it cleared out after the Burns trial. The only patrons left were those too drunk to walk home, many resting their heads on the tables.

      The barmaid, recognizing him from earlier, offered him another round. Sam, in no position to pay, traded his father’s knife for two more strong beers, the alcohol numbing the pain and confusion that swirled in his mind. What now? The question haunted him as he drained the last of his drink, the events of the day replaying in his head like a twisted nightmare.

      He stumbled out into the night, and a poster caught his eye, its bold letters seeming to leap off the wall:

      
        
        GO WEST!!!

        The Emigration Aid Company is looking for men and women to settle in Kansas.

        Departure Date: August 29, 1854

        Organization Meeting: August 12, 1854

        Location: 5 Winter Street, Up One Flight

        Time: 7 p.m.

      

      

      Could it be that easy? Sam wondered. All I have to do is deal with Pa. But even as the words formed in his mind, he knew it wouldn't be that simple. Nothing ever was. But for the first time in a long time, Sam felt a glimmer of hope.
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      The first rays of dawn crept through Abigail Clark's window, painting the room in a soft, golden glow. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes; Abigail was excited about the day ahead. With a quick stretch, she leapt from her bed, her eyes falling on the carefully laid out ensemble: a knee-length dress, silk sash, and brimmed hat, all waiting to be donned for her big day.

      Abigail's nimble fingers made quick work of her dark brown hair, pulling it back and securing it with a ribbon. She paused before the mirror, studying her reflection with a critical eye. "I look tolerable," she whispered, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. But today wasn't about catching the eye of a suitor; no, Abigail had far greater ambitions. Today, she would sneak out to attend the first-ever Women's Rights Convention in Boston.

      The convention, set to begin just a stone's throw from the site of the Anthony Burns trial, promised to be a gathering of the brightest minds in the fight for women's equality. Women met that Friday morning to discuss issues which were simmering across the country—like fair pay for a fair day's work, education of all children (not just boys), and women's property rights. These were the issues that set Abigail's soul ablaze. The memory of her Aunt Elizabeth's struggle to sell her home after her husband's untimely death still stung, a painful reminder of the injustices women faced. To Abigail, women’s rights had become personal.

      With a final glance in the mirror, Abigail practiced her smile, determined to make a lasting impression on the influential figures she hoped to meet. She paced her room, rehearsing imaginary conversations, grateful for the privacy afforded by her mother's presence downstairs.

      Dressed in her usual attire for her teaching position at the Trade School for Girls, Abigail descended the stairs, her heart pounding with anticipation. At just 19, she had already spent a year imparting her dressmaking skills to eager young minds, a talent honed since infancy under the tutelage of her mother, Caroline. Caroline was a skilled dressmaker and had her own shop on the first floor, right under Abigail's bedroom. Starting as an infant, her mother taught Abigail the skills of dressmaking, so she got the job at the girl's school with little trouble.

      But Abigail's true passion was getting a college education, a dream that had been cruelly snatched away when her parents refused to support her admission to Bradford College in Haverhill. Abigail couldn't convince her parents to go, and when they wouldn’t budge, Abigail locked herself in her bedroom for a week, only venturing out for necessities. The memory of that crushing defeat still burned, fueling her determination to prove that women were every bit as capable as men.

      Abigail rejoined the family after two weeks, and Caroline tried to persuade her that dressmaking was a suitable occupation for women. Abigail thought she only wanted another seamstress for her shop. Her defeat did not sway her—she still aspired to do everything men could do.

      "Top of the morning, Mama," Abigail chirped as she breezed into the kitchen, betraying none of the nervous energy that thrummed through her body.

      Caroline looked up from her baking, a knowing smile on her face. "It looks like you're in a hurry to get to school. You better stop and have one of my biscuits before you go."

      Abigail's mind raced, scrambling for a plausible excuse. "No time right now. Classes are starting early because of that Anthony Burns trial in the afternoon." The lie rolled off her tongue with practiced ease, a necessary deception to conceal her true intentions.

      As she hurried out the door, Abigail's thoughts turned to the risks she was taking. Skipping work, lying to her headmistress—the consequences could be severe. But the chance to be a part of something greater, to stand shoulder to shoulder with the pioneers of the women's rights movement, was worth any price.
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      The convention hall buzzed with energy as Abigail slipped into a seat near the back, her mind racing with exhilaration. The sea of unfamiliar faces only heightened her sense of being on the cusp of something extraordinary, like witnessing a two-headed cow at the fair—a sight so rare and wondrous that it defied belief.

      Lucy Stone was the conference's organizer, and she introduced the speakers. William Lloyd Garrison spoke about equal rights in education for women. Abigail didn't need any convincing on this topic—she knew the pain firsthand. Some of his quotes were memorable, and she scribbled two in her notebook.

      “The true measure of a society’s progress is not how it treats the powerful, but how it treats the powerless (Garrison was referring to women and Blacks).”

      “Inspire change through your actions, not just your words!”

      Abby Kelley Foster followed Garrison and called for an immediate end to slavery and to extend civil rights to all women and Blacks. Foster received a standing ovation.

      The speaker before dinner was a woman named Jane Spencer, who had returned from a trip to St. Louis. Her philosophy caught Abigail off guard. Spencer said the western frontier offered opportunities for women the same as men. Many men were going west to reinvent themselves, and women could do the same thing. What really got Abigail's attention—there was a desperate need for teachers. Spencer claimed that in today's society, women had five careers: teacher, waitress, seamstress, factory worker or farmer. "But you can create your own destiny in the West." She finished by asking the crowd to act on women's rights and strike a blow against slavery at the same time. "Suppression is suppression, whether it's done by the color of your skin or by your sex."

      One woman raised her hand and asked, "How should we go about doing this? You've raised some good points, and you said we should take action, but how?"

      Jane Spencer stepped to the front of the stage and locked onto the woman’s gaze. She must’ve known this question was coming. "If you're interested in going West, there's a meeting next month at the Emigration Aid Society to plan a second trip to Kansas."

      Hearing Spencer’s announcement, Abigail felt a sudden jolt of energy surge through her body, and she couldn’t keep the smile off her face. Was it an epiphany? Jane Spencer's revelation set Abigail's world on its axis. The idea that the western frontier could offer women the same opportunities as men, that they could forge their own destinies free from the shackles of societal expectations—it was a notion so radical, so thrilling, that Abigail could scarcely contain her excitement.

      The convention adjourned for supper, and Abigail's mind raced with possibilities. The afternoon's events at the Anthony Burns trial paled in comparison to the epiphany she had experienced, the sudden clarity of purpose that now burned within her.
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      Abigail returned home ten minutes before six. Her father, John, was at the kitchen table eating some supper that his wife had made earlier in the day.

      "How was it at school today?"

      "Just fine. They let us out early to see Anthony Burns leave the courthouse. It was quite the spectacle." Abigail was becoming accomplished at lying, or at least not telling the whole truth. She kissed him on his bald head. "I told Mama I'd help downstairs tonight."

      She grabbed a leftover biscuit from the morning and headed to the shop.

      Caroline thanked Abigail for helping. She asked how her day had gone, and Abigail repeated the same information she gave her father. It's always good to keep your stories straight. Caroline explained how she was swamped now that the summer galas and weddings were underway.

      "What's that?" Abigail pointed to a new tool of some sort sitting at the end of a table.

      "Just watch. It's called a sewing machine. A man named Elias Howe dropped it off for me to try." She took out a few remnants and sewed an apron.

      Abigail watched with her mouth open.

      "I timed it earlier. The apron took nine minutes. It would’ve taken me an hour and a half to sew the same thing by hand."

      Abigail couldn't believe her eyes. Things were changing everywhere. Her mama seemed in good spirits, so Abigail considered fessing up about the day’s events. Just as Abigail was about to broach the subject, her mother said, "Your sister and her children visited today. Rebecca knows a teller at the bank, and she'd like to introduce you. He might be a good one."

      It was Caroline's well-meaning attempt to set Abigail up with a potential suitor that pushed her over the edge. "Mama, I don't recall how many times I've told you, I'm not interested in men right now," she snapped, her frustration boiling over.

      The memory of her courtship with Thomas Meachem, of his wandering hands and the stifling expectations of married life, only fueled her anger. "I think courting is a pretext for boys putting their peckers in you," she spat, the crude words tasting like victory on her tongue.

      Caroline recoiled as if slapped, her speech rising in indignation. "Abigail, watch your mouth. Folks will call you a blue-stocking before long, one of those women who think they're smarter than men. You need to change your ways and right now."

      But Abigail held her ground, her chin lifted in defiance. "Mama, I am smarter than most men." With that, she turned on her heel and stormed up the stairs, the slam of the door punctuating her declaration of independence.

      As she lay in bed that night, Abigail's mind churned with questions that had no easy answers. The injustices faced by women, the suffocating expectations of society—they weighed on her like a physical burden, pressing down on her chest until she could scarcely breathe.

      If someone like Jane Spencer could go West, why can't I? The thought was at once terrifying and exhilarating, a leap into the unknown that promised both danger and unimaginable rewards.
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      Abigail went to her teaching job the following morning as she did every day. However, today, she found it difficult to concentrate. One of her students needed help with the hem on a dress, and Abigail couldn’t even thread the needle, her hands were shaking so. What’s happening to me?

      She didn’t stay around to chat after the bell rang dismissing class. Abigail had a mile or so to walk to the offices of the Emigration Aid Society. During the day, Abigail asked another teacher if she was familiar with the organization. The teacher, a staunch abolitionist, said their offices were on Winter Street. When Abigail left class, she headed in that direction, but she didn’t know what to expect once she arrived. At the very least, she thought, I might find out about the meeting described by Jane Spencer.

      She found the offices; they were in an undistinguished red brick building. There was a sign that said the Emigration Aid Society was up one floor. Abigail stared at the door for what seemed like an eternity. She didn’t know what would happen once she climbed those stairs. No one came in or out of the building, and Abigail continued gazing at the front door, like she was in some sort of trance.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Abigail noticed a poster plastered on the bricks. She walked over—it had all the information she needed. There was no need to go inside. A meeting of the Emigration Aid Society would be held in two weeks, on August 12th, to be exact. Abigail had to attend.

      Go to Kansas? The thought was utterly thrilling, a wild, impossible notion that set her spirit racing with fierce, unrelenting hope.

      What a preposterous notion, she thought, a slow smile spreading across her face. Preposterous, and yet …

      And with that, Abigail knew that her life would never be the same again.
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      Eli Thayer's gavel struck the podium with authority, instantly quieting the buzz of conversation. Seventy men and women had gathered to discuss the second expedition to Kansas. The air in the room was thick with anticipation; the attendees were eager to learn the details of the upcoming journey planned for the end of August. The Emigration Aid Society, formed by Thayer and his fellow abolitionists just months prior, had already launched a successful first trip on July 17th, and now they were ready to send another group of pioneers to the untamed frontier.

      Seated beside Thayer on the dais were two other key figures: Thomas Webb, the organization's secretary, and Amos Lawrence, a wealthy industrialist and prominent abolitionist. Webb, with his pale complexion and wire-rimmed glasses, looked every bit the bookish type, while Lawrence exuded an air of affluence, his expensive suit and polished boots gleaming in the flickering gaslight. His silver hair formed a halo around his balding head,

      Thayer was presidential. His dark waistcoat, trousers and vest differed from the attire of the attendees. He was wealthy; they weren't. The crowd was a hodge-podge of farmers, factory workers, and others who wanted a fresh start.

      Sam tugged at his sweat-dampened collar, the heat of the crowded room causing his shirt to stick uncomfortably to his skin. He silently thanked his lucky stars for stumbling upon the poster announcing this meeting, a serendipitous find that had consumed his thoughts ever since. The idea of starting fresh in Kansas had taken root in his mind, a glimmer of hope in the routine of everyday life.

      As Thayer began to speak, his rich baritone commanding the attention of all present, Sam leaned forward in his seat, hanging on every word. The leader outlined the dual purposes of the Emigration Aid Society: to populate the Kansas Territory with like-minded individuals who would vote to make it a free state, and to establish a profitable commercial enterprise.

      "We aim to not only further the cause of abolition but also to generate income by transporting brave souls like yourselves to the West." Thayer’s eyes scanned the room. "Mr. Lawrence, our most generous benefactor, has provided substantial funds to get this organization off the ground, and we hope to repay his faith in our mission by turning a profit sooner rather than later. Let us all extend our gratitude to Mr. Lawrence for his unwavering support." Sam, along with the rest of the attendees, rose to his feet, applauding the blushing industrialist.

      Thomas Webb took the podium next. His role was to give an update on the progress of the first expedition. He described how the group of twenty-nine men had reached Kansas City on July 29th and, just days later, established a settlement on the banks of the Wakarusa River, some 50 miles to the west. Webb painted a vivid picture of the encampment, perched atop a beautiful overlook they had christened Mount Oread, surrounded by vast, rolling prairies, undulating hills, and towering bluffs. He spoke of the abundant trees—oak, hickory, and cottonwood—that dotted the landscape, a promise of fertile soil and ample resources. Sam's mind raced at the thought of setting foot on this untamed land, a place where he could build a new life far from the ghosts of his past.

      Webb glossed over the challenges the first group had faced, mentioning only in passing the oppressive heat and a brief outbreak of cholera. Sam was undeterred. Surely, nothing could be worse than the suffocating heat of this meeting room, he thought wryly. The secretary explained that each member of the first expedition was claiming 160 acres of land, a bounty that would be available to the second group as well. A hush fell over the room.

      Thayer retook the podium to discuss the logistics of the upcoming trip, slated to depart on the afternoon of August 29th from the Boston depot. He outlined the route they would take, a combination of rail and steamboat travel that would carry them from Boston to Albany, then on to Buffalo along the shores of Lake Erie. From there, they would continue to Detroit, Chicago, and finally St. Louis, where they would board a steamboat bound for Kansas City. The final leg of the journey, a 47-mile overland trek, would be the responsibility of the settlers themselves.

      The leader emphasized the need for a diverse range of skills among the emigrants, listing doctors, teachers, farmers, blacksmiths, shop owners, and construction workers as particularly valuable assets to the fledgling community. However, he noted one significant difference between this group and the first: the inclusion of women. Thayer expected that 10 of the 70 total participants would be female, but he stressed that they would be married women, as he believed the harsh realities of the frontier were no place for single ladies. Sam couldn't help but wonder if Thayer's concern stemmed from the presence of hostile Indians, violent border ruffians, or simply the overwhelming number of unmarried men who would be vying for the attention of any unattached woman.

      Webb once again took the stage to address the matter of cost. Thanks to the Emigration Aid Society's bulk purchases of train and boat tickets, the price of the journey would be significantly lower than if the settlers were to arrange their own transportation. Additionally, traveling as part of a large group would provide an added measure of safety and security. The fee for passage to Kansas City was set at $25 per person, with meals and luggage beyond 100 pounds incurring additional charges.

      Amos Lawrence, who was quiet for most of the meeting, asked if he could make one last announcement. Webb consented. "I know you'd like me to subsidize more of the trip. However, let me assure you, I will support you as best I can. To all the men who go to Kansas, I will provide a new Sharps rifle."

      The crowd hooted and yelled. Lawrence returned to his seat.

      The meeting opened up for questions; Sam took a deep breath and raised his hand. "Mr. Thayer," he began, his voice trembling, "is there any way I could work off the fare once I arrive in Kansas? I'm a skilled carpenter and would be more than willing to contribute my labor to the construction of the new settlement for passage."

      Thayer shook his head regretfully. "I'm sorry, sir, but we simply cannot make exceptions. The Emigration Aid Society relies on these funds to secure the necessary transportation. I'm afraid we must insist on payment upfront."

      Sam sank back into his seat, his hopes deflating like a punctured balloon.

      It was then that a woman sounded off from the back of the room. Sam turned to see an attractive brunette, her hand raised high, a determined expression on her face. "Mr. Thayer," she said, her tone polite but firm, "with all due respect, why are single women being excluded from this opportunity?"

      Thayer sighed, his expression a mixture of patience and condescension. "Madam, the challenges of the frontier are manifold, and we simply do not wish to add to them by bringing unmarried women into an environment where men outnumber them eight to one. It would be improper for us to do so." With that, he moved on to the next question, leaving the brunette to cross her arms over her chest, her face a mask of frustration.

      As the meeting drew to a close, Thayer reminded the attendees that their $25 payment must be received before the date of departure. A stout woman with an operatic tone distributed sheets of paper bearing the lyrics to a new song by John Greenleaf Whittier, instructing the group to sing it to the tune of "Auld Lang Syne." The words of "The Kansas Emigrants" filled the room, a rousing chorus of hope and determination:

      
        
        We cross the prairies, as of old

        The Pilgrims crossed the sea,

        To make the West, as they the East,

        The homestead of the Free.

      

      

      Sam joined in, his words mingling with the others, the melody a balm to his wounded spirit. As the final notes faded away, the organizers began serving a special Bostonian Rum Punch, a concoction of raisins, honey, vanilla, and toasted nuts. Sam eagerly accepted a glass, the sweet, potent liquid warming his throat and lifting his mood.

      It was then the brunette from earlier approached him, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. "Sir," she said, her voice soft but clear, "may I ask about your intentions of going on this trip?"

      Sam’s eyes widened. He rarely got chances like this. She wore an orange and red, two-piece dress with the bodice separate from the skirt. Sam thought she was ravishing.

      Sam, surprised by her beauty and forwardness, stammered a response. "Well, ma'am, as much as I'd like to, I don't think I'll be going. I don't have the $25." He wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers, suddenly self-conscious. "I'm Sam, by the way. Sam Miller."

      The woman smiled, extending her hand. "Abigail Clark. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Miller. It seems we both face significant obstacles in joining this expedition." There was a mischievous glint in her eye, and Sam couldn't help but feel a flutter of excitement in his chest. "I have money saved in my dowry," she said, "but as an unmarried woman, it appears I'm barred from participating as well. However, I may have a proposition for you. Would you be willing to discuss it further?"

      Sam, his heart pounding, readily agreed to meet Abigail at Quincy Market on Monday evening. As he made his way home, his mind raced with a thousand questions:

      Did a beautiful, intriguing woman really just approach me?

      She has the means to go to Kansas?

      What could she possibly be planning?

      There must be more to this than meets the eye …

      Little did Sam know, but his life was about to take a turn he never could have imagined, a journey that would test his resolve and challenge his beliefs.
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      Abigail's brow wrinkled as she walked home, her mind racing with the task ahead. If I'm going to pull this off, I'll need help, and Rebecca is my only hope. She took a deep breath and turned toward her sister's house.

      The door swung open, and Abigail was greeted by the familiar scent of supper mingled with the unmistakable odor of dirty diapers. Rebecca stood in the doorway, her face etched with concern. "Abigail, what brings you here at this hour?"

      "We need to talk now. Can James watch the children for a few minutes?" Abigail's tone left no room for argument.

      Rebecca nodded, ushering her sister inside. The baby was already asleep, granting them a precious few moments of privacy. Once out of earshot, Abigail divulged her plan, her words tumbling out in a rush. "I need a chaperone on Monday evening. I'm meeting a man."

      Rebecca's eyes widened, her mouth falling open in shock. "A man? Abigail, what are you up to?"

      "You can't breathe a word of this to Mama and Papa. Remember when you were sick, and I took care of your family? You owe me, Rebecca. I'm calling in that favor now. Do you understand?"

      Rebecca hesitated, her loyalties torn between her sister and their parents. But the determined look in Abigail's eyes broke her resolve. "Fine, I'll do it. But I don't like this one bit."

      Abigail turned away, a triumphant grin spreading across her face. Her plan was falling into place.
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      Quincy Market buzzed with activity, a cacophony of sights, sounds, and smells assaulted the senses. Sam had agreed to meet Abigail outside the market, which was an indoor pavilion of vendor stalls featuring items like meat, cheese, and eggs. Abigail and Rebecca wove through the crowd, dodging newsboys hawking papers and vendors peddling miracle potions. The aroma of freshly baked bread mingled with scents from the market and made Abigail's stomach growl.

      Sam stood near the entrance, his eyes scanning the throng of people. When he spotted Abigail approaching with another woman in tow, his brow furrowed in confusion.

      I should have mentioned Rebecca, Abigail thought, when she picked out Sam in the crowd.

      "Sam, I'd like you to meet my sister, Rebecca. She'll be our chaperone today." Abigail gestured to her sister, noting the striking resemblance between them. Though Rebecca was slightly heavier after three pregnancies, they shared the same dark brown hair and bearing.

      Abigail selected a white phaeton carriage, its enormous wheels and canopy promising a smooth ride through the city streets. The driver boasted of its suitability for a leisurely tour of Boston, but Abigail had other plans in mind.

      As they settled into their seats, Abigail and Rebecca on one side and Sam across from them, Abigail wasted no time in getting to the point. She sat up straight, with a newfound confidence. "Thank you for meeting with me, Sam. I apologize for my forwardness, but time is of the essence. I know we've only just met, but I have a proposition for you. It's clear we both desire to go to Kansas. You lack the funds, and I lack a husband."

      Sam's jaw dropped, his eyes widening in disbelief. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his hands gripping the edge of the bench.

      Rebecca gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. "Abigail, what are you saying? You can't possibly be suggesting …"

      Abigail silenced her sister with a sharp look, her arm outstretched as if to physically hold her back. Rebecca recoiled, her face draining of color. "Oh, my God," she whispered, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts.

      Ignoring her sister's outburst, Abigail pressed on, her gaze locked with Sam's. "I have a dowry, earned through my work as a seamstress and teacher. I'm willing to loan you the $25 for your passage to Kansas. In exchange, you and I will marry, allowing me to accompany you."

      Sam remained silent, his expression unreadable. Abigail's heart raced, the blood pounding in her ears as she waited for his response.

      "There's one crucial detail," she said. "This will be a marriage of convenience. We will be husband and wife in name only. Under no circumstances will we share a bed. Do you understand, Sam?"

      The carriage jolted as it hit a bump in the road, breaking the tension. Sam licked his lips, a slow smile spreading across his face. "Miss Clark, I accept your terms. Let's go to Kansas."
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      The moment the carriage stopped, and Sam walked away, Rebecca rounded on Abigail, her eyes flashing with anger and disbelief. "Have you lost your mind? You're leaving your family, your home, everything you've ever known, to marry a complete stranger and move to the wilderness? I won't be a part of this madness!"

      Abigail stood her ground, her chin lifted in defiance. "You will be a part of it, and you will keep this from Mama and Papa. Need I remind you of the debt you owe me? I cared for your children and husband while you lay sick in bed. You will hold your tongue, or so help me, Rebecca …"

      Rebecca's scowl deepened, her hands balling into fists at her sides. "Mark my words, Abigail, you'll regret this. You're throwing your life away on a whim, and for what? Some foolish dream of adventure?"

      With that, Rebecca stormed off, leaving Abigail alone on the bustling street. Abigail's hands trembled as she watched her sister's retreating form, the reality of her decision crashing down upon her.

      Fumbling in her purse, Abigail's fingers closed around the soft fur of her lucky rabbit's foot. She drew it out, clutching it tightly to her chest as if it were a lifeline. The familiar texture brought a small measure of comfort, but it did little to quell the churning in her stomach.

      What have I done? she thought, a wave of doubt washing over her. Am I truly ready to leave everything behind, to gamble my future on a man I barely know?

      The
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