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THREE 
 

Boston, Massachusetts, December, 1825 

 
 
I could scarcely believe that the man I knew my father to 

be could be speaking these words.   
“I have spoken to them,” he said clearly avoiding my eyes, 

“and they will not hear of it.” 
As I watched the words form and take shape to float across 

the room toward me, I felt faint with unknown emotion.  In 
that moment, for but the briefest of seconds, I hated my father 
for being a man. I hated all those men that he represented.   

It was as if I were dreaming.  He spoke and I could not 
answer him.  My throat refused to make a sound.  Catching but 
a phrase here and there, my mind wandered to contemplate 
the source of these unaccustomed words.   

“...not seemly for a woman, Bridget...no women at the 
university...men have the proper qualities for physicians...other 
talents to pursue...” 

My mind began to fill so with whirling thoughts of what my 
life would become that I heard only snatches of his following 
comments.  I felt my head swimming in a sea of disbelief.  How 
could they deny me this opportunity?  How could these men 
deny me my life?  What gave them the right?  And how could 
my father have allowed them to do so?  I thought for a moment 
I might be sick. 

“After all,” I heard him say, “you are a young woman.  Your 
education need not be quite so focused.”  He bent to pick up his 
pipe and placed it between his teeth.  “There are other things–
 ”  

“Other things?  What other things, Father?” I blurted out, 
almost against my conscious will.  “Dancing?  Cooking? Making 
lace?”  I stopped a moment before going on.  “I am not a child 
or a pet. I am a woman – I have a good mind and I want to learn 
and live a life worth living.”  I was on the verge of tears, but I 
was constantly aware of Abigail’s presence in the room, and I 
would not let down my guard while she listened.   
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She sat to the side of us, as on the periphery of the action, 
in the brocade chair that Mother had placed there lovingly so 
many years ago. She sat calmly tatting a length of lace, no 
doubt with which to adorn yet another useless linen 
handkerchief.  Periodically, she nodded as if in agreement with 
Father, but said nothing.   

I could see now that Father was trying to make me, his 
bright, willful daughter see the practical problems of my 
request.  I simply did not want to hear them.  All I had ever 
wanted in the world was to be like him – to be a physician, to 
use my knowledge, my skills, my hands, and mind and heart to 
heal.  I wanted to be independent.  Father knew all these 
things.  He had encouraged me and now he was failing me.   

For some time now, I feared this might happen.  At sixteen, 
you may believe that you will change the world, but the terrible 
fact is that the world will try mightily to change you first.  It is 
simply a question of will against will.  I knew that the medical 
college had never yet accepted a woman, that they firmly 
believed that this was men’s work, that there were more 
genteel pursuits for young women.  I believed in my father, 
though, and I had expected the impossible of him.  Perhaps this 
was unfair of me, but I was willing to do the impossible.  Could 
he do less?  He had the power to help me take the first step, or 
so I had thought.  It was over.  I would not be admitted. 

I felt all the years since Mother died come and envelop me 
with sadness.  I missed her desperately.  I was barely five years 
old when she was taken from us in childbirth and over the 
years since, I realized that somehow I wanted to save mothers 
and children from this fate.  Father had done his best both as a 
physician and a father for these past eleven years, but now I 
could see that he could not accomplish everything.  It was a 
revelation that I would never forget.  

It was quiet now. We all sat in our corners awaiting the 
next round. Father was nodding at Abigail as she looked 
knowingly at him. I had never been a defiant daughter, but I 
could feel a rebellion growing within me, a palpable presence 
in my chest. 

“I will make some arrangements for you to go to stay with 
your Uncle Liam.” 
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I looked up in bewilderment.  My father looked more 
uncomfortable than I had ever seen him.  He cleared his throat 
and looked away from my eyes.  Uncle Liam and his wife of 
recent months had taken up residence near the new University 
of Virginia where, with his Oxford education, he was a 
professor of ancient languages.  Grace, my new aunt, was a 
young woman, not many years older than I. 

“You mean that I can study there?” For a moment I allowed 
my hopes to rise. 

“In a manner of speaking,” Father said, clearing his throat 
again and biting down on his pipe as he gazed out the window.  
Father was almost six feet tall – I owed my height to him – but 
he now looked almost small of stature, so unsure of himself he 
seemed.  It was an unusual and uncomfortable circumstance.  
“Women are not permitted to enroll at the university, as you 
well know, Bridget, but you can spend time on the campus and 
use the library facilities.  Liam informs me that the library 
remains at least partially unfinished, but he assures me that 
volumes arrive monthly.  You will have Grace to chaperone 
you, of course.  You will have access to many learned people 
and all the books that you could possibly wish.” 

“All except what I really want to study,” I said more to 
myself than to him. He was looking at Abigail and did not hear 
me anyway.  

“You may go for a year,” he said.  “Your young Aunt Grace 
has been asking if you could spend some time with them and I 
believe that the time has come. As you can imagine, she is some 
years younger than wives of the other professors. While Liam 
does not believe that to be an impediment to worthiness for a 
professor’s wife, her life can, of course, be lonely.” 

There were many unspoken thoughts in Father’s 
pronouncement.  But I knew that he planned to remarry and 
that I would be an obstacle.  I had met Aunt Grace only twice 
before, but I knew well that did not share my philosophy of life.  
She seemed charming, but unlike me in so very many ways.  
She would, no doubt, be instructed to make a lady of me and 
turn my thoughts from books to young men.  I had no 
particular objections to young men in my life, if only they 
shared my intellectual curiosity and did not expect me to fetch 
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and carry for them. I had already gained knowledge of young 
men’s limitations in the carnal realm. That fact alone would 
have come as quite a shock to Father.     

“Please think about it, Bridget,” he said.  “You know I only 
wish for you to be happy. But I worry about you. I blame myself 
sometimes. You do not seem to share the interests of other 
young women.” He sighed.  “I have done my best. I have tried, 
but being a physician is all I know. I should never have let you 
believe that you could do what I have done.” 

“Sean, there is no need for you to reprove yourself over 
this.  No man could have done better on his own.” 

Abigail had dared to speak. The hair on the back of my 
neck bristled with every utterance, every syllable that 
emanated from her lips.  She was speaking about me as if I 
were an inanimate object. I would not be subjected to this any 
longer.  My father deserved better, so I chose to ignore rather 
than to fight.  

I looked at her as she sat upright in her chair.  Her flaxen 
hair was held severely back from her rather pointed face, 
emphasizing the surprisingly steely aspect of her blue eyes.  
They always seemed icy and remote to my eyes.  Father had 
told me on more than one occasion that it was a mere figment 
of my imagination and if I would simply take the time to 
become better acquainted with her, I would see her more as he 
did.  I knew it would never happen.  

I raised myself to my full five feet and seven inches, four 
inches taller than Abigail.  “I will think about this, Father.  We 
shall speak at breakfast.”   

I walked slowly and deliberately, with as much dignity as I 
could muster, toward the archway leading from the parlor to 
the hall.  I knew that I would be in view until the sweep of the 
staircase turned.  As soon as I was past the turn I ran to the top 
and down the hall to my room where I furiously closed the 
door and began to sob uncontrollably.   

I crumpled to the floor like a marionette that has suddenly 
lost her strings and sobbed for what seemed like a very long 
time.  The hot tears made large, dark spots on the green satin 
of my dress.  Suddenly, as quickly as the tears had begun, they 
stopped.  I picked myself up from the floor and walked over to 
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my desk, my father’s indulgence to my interests.  I had insisted 
that I preferred to have a desk rather than a dressing table and, 
in his usual way, he had found a compromise that I could find 
acceptable.  Beside my frilly dressing table stood the large oak 
desk.  It was not a small lady’s writing table, but a heavy desk 
with drawers to fill with books and notes and pens of all kinds.  
It was a heavy desk upon which to stack heavy books – a large 
surface upon which to spread out the pages and to make notes 
in a journal. 

I sat down in the large leather covered chair and opened 
the top drawer.  From under a sheaf of papers I withdrew a 
small volume that Father had given me as a gift at Christmas 
when I turned ten years old.   

I turned the book over and over in my hands.  Finally I 
placed it on the desk in front of me.  American Lady’s Preceptor 
was the title on the cover.  I opened it to the table of contents 
and my finger moved downward from the top of the page.  
“The Value of Time,” “Observations on Reading,” then down to 
“An Essay on Women,” “Studies Proper for Women,” and my 
own personal favorite, “Religion, the Best Female 
Acquirement.”   

This was Father’s attempt to educate me.  He had sent me 
to the convent school where I had acquired a taste for 
education in most everything except religion.  Oh, the nuns had 
tried as best they could to interest me in a vocation, but I 
would have none of it.  As a motherless girl, I was a likely 
prospect.  While I did not share their interest in the 
ecclesiastical life, I did appreciate that they had one thing that 
other women of my acquaintance did not possess.  They had 
book learning.  What they lacked in knowledge of the flesh they 
made up for in the wisdom gained from years of book learning.  
I craved to share that with them.  

I can yet see Sister Eulalia Marie standing before us, her 
class of fresh-faced, well-scrubbed, well-heeled nine-year-olds.  
“Ladies,” she would say as she paced back and forth across the 
front of the room, her heels clicking rhythmically on the wood 
floor, each hand buried deep in the opposite black sleeve, “you 
must learn to read beyond the words you see before you.  You 
must absorb the essence of the writer.”  She would turn and 
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rap her yard stick forcefully on the desk.  “There is where you 
will find the essence of yourself.  There, and not in the arms of 
a man.” 

The class giggled nervously.  Some reddened.  I looked 
around at all the silly girls who did not understand what Sister 
was saying to them and never would.  I already perceived that I 
was different.  I knew what she wanted us to understand and I 
meant to try to find myself that way.  I meant to read 
everything that my hands could touch and I meant to 
understand and read beyond the words on the pages.   

Not that I did not like boys, though.  Indeed, I found them 
almost as fascinating as my studies.  But boys were a thing of 
mystery to the convent girls.  We rarely saw any at all, except 
for those girls who had brothers whose friends came to call.  
For my part, as time went on, I did not care much if Father let 
me meet boys or not. I had learned the ways of the flesh, as 
Sister Eulalia called it, at the age of fourteen with one of those 
brothers.  But there would be as much time as necessary for 
more of that after I realized my life’s dream.  For it was then, at 
the age of fourteen, that I decided I would become a physician 
like my father. Then I could save those mothers and babies as I 
had desired since my mother’s death.  I now knew that my 
father would have found it infinitely easier to have a daughter 
who would do what other daughters did.  But he had instilled 
in me an early love of learning and helping, and as I 
approached my sixteenth birthday, I perceived that Father was 
finding this a difficult road.  It was almost a betrayal and I did, 
indeed, blame him for not working harder on my behalf to gain 
me entry into the medical college.  I was devastated.  And I was 
not prepared to give up my dream.   

I placed the book in my hands back into the drawer and 
took up my pen.  I began to write.  

 
 

“Dear Uncle Liam, 
 
Father has conveyed to me your kind offer to have me 

stay with you in Charlottesville.  I humbly accept this 
kindness and look forward to seeing the university.  I 
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understand that I am able to gain admission to the library 
and this, for me, will be almost as agreeable as attending the 
university.  Perhaps I may be permitted to sit in at one or 
two lectures in history and the ancient languages. 

 Please convey my gratitude for this offer to Aunt 
Grace.  I know that I will enjoy seeing her again. 

 
Your loving niece,  
Bridget Ryan” 

 
I folded the page in four, making a heavy square and 

addressed the outermost flap to Uncle Liam at the University of 
Virginia.  I lit the candle on my desk and sat as wax dripped 
onto the edge.  When enough had accumulated, I ensured that 
the soft wax formed a seal on one edge.  It was done.  I would 
convey my decision to Father at breakfast. 

It was in that moment that I knew with a certainty my 
childhood was over. 

 
 

…to be continued 
 


