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News of the wreck made everyone want to be up and going, doing something, talking, moving, to keep the knowledge from puddling and festering. It was a hot July, in the year 1850. Margaret Fuller, their old friend, together with her husband and young son, had been ship-wrecked and drowned, on their voyage home from Europe. No one in the Thoreau house had slept.

“It’s Bedlam!” said Mother, as if the sight of Mr. Emerson coming up the path made it official. One went to see Mr. Emerson; he did not pay calls himself, and certainly not before breakfast. He dipped his massive head slightly as he came through the door, a Colossus visiting the Pygmies. Mother’s nose came up about even with his middle waistcoat button.

Mr. Emerson had come to ask Henry to go from Concord to New York and then Fire Island, the site of the wreck, to claim the bodies and other remains. With luck, yet how ridiculous to speak as if luck could ever again be hoped for, Henry would find her book manuscript.

Anne, his youngest sister, helped Henry pack his satchel. She always helped him if he let her. She tried to persuade him that as this was a delicate errand he would need her to accompany him.

“The ocean may well have stripped her clothes,” she said.

He said, “A dead woman is like any dead animal.”
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It had been nearly a decade earlier, when Anne was twelve years old, that she had first, as she said, “encountered” Miss Fuller. She and her oldest sister, Helen, sometimes still called one of the “girls” although she was well into her twenties, had traveled as guests of Mrs. Deaver on a special trip into Boston. Trips to Boston were the height of excitement, but Anne was always ready to go anywhere, even the next town. All other destinations were known to be inferior to Boston — including New York, Washington, and London — with the possible exception of Concord itself and the home of a distinguished relative, a judge, who lived on a promontory in Marblehead. Anne, adopted and by far the youngest in the family, looked forward to Marblehead — someday, they said, she would see it — with especial awe.

Meanwhile, there were the reliable glories of Boston. The always fashionable Mrs. Deaver had purchased a subscription to something called “Conversations,” which title she pronounced with a self-conscious slowing and mouthing, as if the syllables were Italian: “Con-verr-sass-ee-on-es.” Mrs. Deaver had taken a European tour.

For some time Miss Fuller had been “offering” Conversations, on topics of “general interest to ladies of culture,” usually at the Peabody home in West Street. But for this exceptional occasion, raising funds for a new progressive school, it was to be a larger gathering at the grander home of Mrs. Vaughn. There had been some confusion and embarrassment about whether or not the girls would need to purchase tickets, but Mrs. Deaver convinced their mother she was welcome to bring them along as guests. Anne was deemed just old enough to behave herself; Sissy, the middle sister, was nursing a slight cough, and had decided to stay at home. The cough may have been a convenience, as she was inclined to regard such outings as frivolous. Helen was perfectly polite but they were to know that she condescended by accepting the invitation. Their brothers John and Henry, meanwhile, had made the breakfast table raucous with predictable jokes about the dangers of the Thoreau girls “conversing.”

“John ‘converses’ nineteen to the dozen,” said Helen crossly from her corner of the stagecoach, “and Henry in certain moods would talk over the last trumpet.”

The railroad lines commencing to cross-hatch New England had not reached Concord quite yet in 1841. So it was the Boston stagecoach, on that day offering the unexpected luxury of no other passengers, that shielded them from the March sleet, as they were tucked up with blankets and hot bricks wrapped in burlap to warm their feet. Anne reached down to feel the heat from the bricks through her gloves.

Mrs. Deaver inquired politely about their brothers’ school and Helen fibbed, saying that attendance was still growing, and they had great hopes for the summer term. There were no such hopes; the school was not making enough to pay and their brothers were exhausted by the work. Anne gamely seconded her sister’s remarks, as she often did, with a quiet, “Indeed.” This old-womanish habit she had picked up from one of her mother’s friends. When Anne needed to disagree, she applied equal economy of means. “Do you really think so,” without the interrogative lift, expressed a quiet nay without committing her to the labor and peril of voicing a counter-argument. Her family, who would have liked the argument much better, found this tiresome. No doubt that was the chief reason she persisted.

Mrs. Deaver proceeded to “sell” them on their forthcoming treat.

“The first time I went, in December, it was most elevating. The Peabody ladies have a little shop, completely refined, with hundreds of books and pamphlets. We met in the ‘book room,’ very cozy. I tried to just get the feeling of the thing, not as a participant of the Conversatione myself, just a learner, a student. Well, not knowing anything certainly did not restrain Mrs. Delapont; nor her cousin from New York. She opened all of her remarks with ‘In New York,’ so as we’d know. ‘In New York, the question of archaic architecture in private homes, especially broken columns à la grecque, is quite settled.’ In New York!”

Helen smiled at Anne.

“No one cared, it was entirely a different matter from what Miss Fuller was offering for our consideration, which I believe concerned the large spaces of a geometrically pleasing kind, as in the ancient Acropolis, which is built on the Golden Mean. Things in proportion, ‘the assistance they offer for thought.’ ”

“Some people,” said Helen, “have been known to think perfectly well in meditation cells. Or prisons.”

“Certainly, yes, but would they not have thought better and more, more widely, on the Acropolis? That’s just the sort of conversation one can run with, as it were, with Miss Fuller in the room. She’s got the force of large ideas, even if I’m not sure where the ideas lead because I don’t have the reading. Such vistas — Greek, which I believe Miss Fuller actually reads, and those heathen classical stories which are really so wise and not at all in contradiction to our own Bible if read rightly, as — allegories.”

“Miss Fuller is, I believe, excessively educated?”

“Dear me yes, her father trained her as if she had been a boy. It’s made her goggle-eyed and very odd, of course, but she is a female genius, certainly, though I can’t say if I know that she is a model of the New Woman, as Elizabeth Peabody claims, or something simply unique —. She speaks like a wonder, can quote anything at all.”

“I trust that the slavery question will be addressed.”

“Not this afternoon — more classics, I think. She does know so many languages. Greek, as I said, Latin, Italian, French, German, and I think someone said she was studying Hebrew, which seems peculiar.”

“Henry says that we should all study American,” said Anne.

Mrs. Deaver barked a laughing “Hah!”

“Henry is our genius, especially Anne’s,” said Helen.

“How droll,” said Mrs. Deaver. The girls should not worry about their dresses, she went on, as no one would expect them to measure up to Boston fashion. Country girls, she elaborated, might even be said to be in bad taste should they attempt to dress like city girls. She said that skirts were even wider than last winter and that the very latest thing was cuffs decorated with colored silk fancy-work sheathed in Bruges lace.

Anne fingered her plain cuffs of dark red merino, the same fabric and color as the rest of her best coat and dress. Helen, in dark blue, moved her head in a way that could not quite be called “tossing” and looked out the window, apparently seized by a sudden interest in melting snow.

“Surely,” she said, staring out, “we should prefer quality and enduring modest beauty of dress to fashionable fripperies.”

As Mrs. Deaver adjusted her shoulder cape, revealing her own splendidly embroidered and lace-covered dress cuffs, she demurred, slightly: “I was not speaking of fandoodles and bric-a-brac, dear. Certainly nothing like those turban tassels on Angela Sawyer’s aunt when she visited in the fall.”

The memory of the tassels, and the head that had so unwisely worn them, allowed them all to share in the delight of a shocked pause. Helen arranged herself and embarked on a summary of Mr. Garrison’s most recent editorial in the Liberator, which editorial both of her listeners had in point of fact already read. Although she accepted a chicken wing from the hamper, she did not pause to take a bite until they passed the Common, when she at last took account of the food she had been using as a sort of conductor’s stick.

The Vaughn house occupied most of an entire block; Anne discarded her first impressions that it was a municipal hall or a theatre, and took in the fact that it was an actual residence. Mrs. Deaver looked suddenly, ludicrously, shy, as if the granite of her face were visibly eroding to shale and about to slide away. At least the sleet had stopped; the street and steps were dry. Helen tugged at her gloves with an air. If she could gird up, then so could Anne; she retied her bonnet, patted her coil of braids at the back, and gripped the iron railing of the front steps.

Of the preliminaries Anne remembered little, for like an animal in peril she concentrated almost entirely on danger from the moment she stepped inside. Relieved of coat and bonnet, she shrank back, ducking her head to shield her eyes against the brilliance of the reception hall. Helen, graceful and pretty and lit up by the company, led the way as always, greeting and being introduced. Anne stayed at her sister’s side like an ape on a leash, she thought.

Glimpsing her face in one of the large gilt-framed looking-glasses was a help. She would not, at any rate, hop or gibber. Her face, arguing with her own metaphor, was not at all simian, not like Henry’s and Sissy’s. The Thoreau chin was a family trouble, and Sissy’s was the worst of all, with that bulge as if she held a whole potato in her mouth. Henry and their father had the chin as well, but were saved by side-whiskers as effective disguise, or rather, counter-balance. Mother, Helen, and John were the handsome ones.

Anne, whose only knowledge of her own ancestry was that she was Mother’s third cousin and had been born in Maine, was just different: tall for her age and fair, not especially pretty but clever enough. She suddenly wished she were an actual monkey, like the one a family friend had brought home from the tropics. It died of a cold after a couple of months, but Henry had taken her to visit when it was alive. The monkey’s owner had let it out of the cage, and it ran up the book-shelves and sat and chittered on the mantel-shelf over the parlor fire. With its small pink face rimmed in white fur like an Esquimau’s, round dark eyes, and shaggy grey body that looped about into a long curled tail, it was as fetching as any play-thing. It had bitten her hand hard enough to draw blood. A nasty beast, but kin.

A monkey in Mrs. Vaughn’s bright hall could swing up on the curtains and the lamp fittings and no doubt thoroughly avoid conversation. Would a monkey chew on the furniture? That table looked like a glossy caramel cake. Like floating cake. All the furniture — in the bright hall, in the parlor, in the far dining room — seemed to be floating above the ground. It looked dangerously insubstantial; and indeed when she bumped a table it skidded a distance as she jerked back with a stifled shriek. The chairs and tables were actually fitted with gilt feet, tiny wheeled slippers, as if they were about to dash off to a ball. Someone said the furniture was French.

More danger — in the form of strange faces that looked and then quickly looked away, or worse, looked and stared — manifested itself. And the ladies were, as Mrs. Deaver had forecast, in disconcertingly wide skirts. Upside-down flowers: Several of the younger ladies appeared to have sprouted a corolla of stiff petals opening out from a tiny calyx of waist, which petals drooped to the floor. In this inverted vision, the arms were leaves and the neck, the brief stem. Viola bostonia or perhaps Lupinus peabodacea. Curls bounced, framing each maiden forehead as so many corkscrewed roots, and the air in the rooms surrounded these delicate roots with a sort of pellucid mulch. Water flowers? Nymphaea conversationis. She decided to sketch her visions, once she was safely home with her paper and drawing pencils; she barely heard the questions posed about her family, her interest in antiquity, and the depth of Concord snows. Her drawing began to take shape in her mind — it was of lady-flowers in a glass vase and a monkey, fingering their skirts, arrayed upon a table-top that resembled a sugar-iced cake.

Two ladies wearing spectacles were introduced, their eyes nearly invisible as the lenses flashed with reflected light. One was the elder Miss Peabody, Elizabeth, the teacher and editor, who immediately turned away to begin speaking to someone else; the other was her sister Mary. Mary told Anne that she had heard of her interest in art. When she lowered her head confidentially, her eyes were revealed, wet and golden-brown as a trout’s.

“At present,” said Mary, “my sister Sophia — she is not here today but is home with a migraine — has been engaged to copy the Copley portrait in Mrs. Vaughn’s sitting room. If it is a success, Mrs. Vaughn will hang it in her summer house.”

“I also have a sister Sophia — we always call her Sissy — who is also at home, with a chill. But she does not paint — and I have never taken lessons.”

“With our two Sophias absent, we must count on Miss Fuller to make up the deficit of wisdom.”

The Peabody sisters were jostled away before any more could be said. In later years Anne would remember Mary’s lugubrious remark as a kind of emblem of the heavy, unamused repartee known as “Boston wit.”

Now the movement of the crowd was prodigious; perhaps the ladies as well as the chairs had little gilt wheels on their feet; certainly they moved in a gliding motion, when given ample width of floor to cross, their skirts swaying in a syncopated rhythm, a half beat behind each forward plunge, like the skirts of skaters. It was almost impossible to tell about the feet by looking; as well as fashionably wider, the Boston ladies’ skirts were also markedly longer. Helen, although like Anne limp of skirt and exposed of ankle, was charming a pair of elderly ladies she had just met — they clasped her between them as they all sashayed — by scolding them about slavery in Texas.

A largish woman in shiny magenta silk blocked half the entrance to the large room set up for the Conversation. This must be Miss Fuller — her calyx-waist was not small, her large bust was not fully subdued by her corsets, and the sense of something barely pinned down, like a tent in a gale, was present in the bulges of her figure, the large fair hair fixed it appeared in many places but still sliding to one side, the curls jigging at her temples, and in the movement of her arms, which seemed to be gesturing in great labor against an invisible wind. Helen tugged on her sister’s hand and they made their way to a settee beside Mrs. Deaver, who had found a chair and was trying and only just failing to look regal.

Tiny Mrs. Vaughn smiled as everyone sat down and then amidst approving chuckles found a footstool on which to stand. She spoke a few words of appreciation for the pleasure — or perhaps she should say, the pleasurable effort of the mind — they were about to share with Miss Fuller. Her erudition, her writing for and editing of The Dial, and the fascinating pamphlet newly published about the education of young ladies — copies are available in the reception room and of course at the Misses Peabodys’ shop, yes, those lovely blue covers, and at a nominal cost for Conversation subscribers to defray publication expenses only — were familiar to them all, she hoped. Yes, the proceeds from today’s special talk would be for Mrs. Somebody Mumble’s new school — modeled with the guidance of Mr. Horace Mann — and we are all enthusiasts for the progressive education of young women. Naturally, as this is a theme of Miss Fuller’s talks, and of her life, she has generously agreed to speak on behalf of this cause.

(“Does she receive a fee today then?” Anne whispered. Helen almost imperceptibly shrugged.)

Today — and the ladies were urged to take care, as tea-cups were now being passed amongst them, and yes that is Mrs. Wadsworth’s famous marmalade sponge! — they would be taking up the thread dropped with such suspense before in December: What Can the Classical Age Teach Us About Woman Today?

Anne spilt her tea entirely out of her cup and smeared jam on her sleeve. In the midst of her shame, which mounted as Miss Fuller’s advance to the front of the room was delayed by the mopping and dabbing of several napkins, she closed her eyes and subsided into a stunned stillness. For some time she was not able to listen. Eventually the French-horn notes of Miss Fuller’s most emphasized words came through, as the mortified pulse of blood in her head beat less fiercely to the speaker’s rhythm:

“… Not so much the Greeks as the Romans … Education … Reverence for the Female Principle, which we must not confuse with reverence for the Actual Females, the Wives and Daughters. But there were Rights of Woman as well as Man, in corners of that empire and in many other societies …”

Gradually Anne came to understand that no one was looking at her. It was just a cup of tea, nothing even broken, and if the stain persisted they could turn the sleeve at home. No one was looking at her.

Miss Fuller now was clearly speaking about the present day, and Anne opened her eyes to wonder how they had vaulted over the centuries so quickly. Helen beside her was at full attention — the subject was the need today, in Boston and throughout this country, to explore the full capacities of both men and women.

“You ask, But will not women cease to be womanly, if they are thrust into the spheres of learning, of philosophy, of political life? I do not urge any ‘thrusting,’ no such unnatural movement, but only what is natural, the leaning towards, through inclinations which are as in-born in some women as they are in most men. Certainly most women must continue to be womanly, and concerned with children, with home and hearth, with all the fine things that make our lives noble and sweet — producing such matchless sponge and tea as we have drunk — and spilt — here today.…” Miss Fuller paused.

Laughter fluttered through the room. They were looking at her again. Some more moments passed; life returned.

“… For how many of us may be destined for a public stage? Not from eagerness to perform for applause, but from a sense of duty, of the rightness of a crusade? If we do not change our minds about what women may do, how can we hope to change the injustice, the poverty, and the mistreatment of fellow souls whom we see daily about us? If we cannot change our minds about what women may do, how can we, my sisters, hope to see the world change for the better and make its progress to that Finer Day we await in our hearts and minds and souls?”

A brocade drapery, of silvery blue, swagged the window recess behind Miss Fuller. It looked like a ship’s sail. Anne began counting the panes in the enormous windows.

“Surely you have yourselves known someone — an aunt, a mother, a sister, or you, your own self — who has an inclination towards some area of thought or action that our prejudices say cannot, or should not, be entertained? How often have I heard that a young woman should not be taught Greek, as it will damage her brain, stunt her growth, possibly unfit her for life itself — and yet how I loved to learn Greek, and Latin, and the mathematics, and to read philosophy. And I dare say, these years later, that I am healthy enough.”

Each window was three rows high, each row of four tall panes each, with an arch at the top, of glass panels in a fan pattern. The windows looked on a desolate wintry back garden; as Anne craned her neck to watch, a white terrier with brown spots sped down a path.

“Has any young girl of your acquaintance a knack for the natural sciences? Can you imagine a day when she might study the sciences at a college, as men do? We have heard of such colleges, small ones, established in Switzerland and in France so that women may gaze through telescopes and explore the bituminous horizons of chemistry, just within these last few years. Think of Miss Herschel, England’s famed Comet Catcher! Why not here? Why should the world of science, the glorious future of our understanding, be deprived of those intellects which are suited for her study and promulgation?

“Some of you may have heard the story about my little adventure — near misadventure — at the Harvard College Library. It is a sanctum forbidden to women; and yet I knew of its heavy-laden shelves, its reference volumes, encylcopediae and records and almanacks from other centuries and other countries. As I was laboring on a translation from the German last year, I found that I too wished to consult some of these books, and a friend offered to go to the library for me, to consult a reference work, in German, about the reign of Catherine the Great — my problem concerned military matters on the Russian steppe in the last century — but I declined his kind offer. For one thing, his knowledge of German was inferior to my own. For another, I knew myself to be embarked on a work of serious, and valuable, scholarship. I knew also that any man from anywhere in the world engaged in such work would be able to use the Harvard Library. And so —”

Miss Fuller paused for the full effect, her forehead glistening. Anne was still looking into the garden. The terrier had a grey squirrel in his mouth and was shaking it vigorously.

“Yes, I did! I walked right up the steps of the famed Gore Hall. I ignored the initial efforts to impede me, I announced to the librarians the nature of my task, and — I think they were simply too amazed to stop me — I found my books, solved my problem, and, much to the evident dismay of the door-keeper, I have been a faithful visitor to that sanctum ever since!”

She needed to wait for the exclamations, laughter, and light applause to die away.

“Yes, I did enjoy my little triumph. Yet I know it to be small indeed. For consider! Is Woman truly revered in any area of life? I do not speak of your individual domestic arrangements where I trust such ladies as yourselves are treated with the respect, with the reverence, due to you from your admirable husbands. Mr. Harvard College himself may have the good manners briefly to forget his own benighted prejudice about women in his library — as a matter of politeness. But his law does not change. And in the eyes of the real Law, the laws of the town and the state and the country? We are nothing.”

The animals had disappeared into the shrubbery. If Anne closed one eye, the right-hand window was filled with the black blue-green of a fir-tree that pressed against the house. If she closed the other eye, only half the window was dark, and the rest was white with the light of the clouded sky.

“Stop squinting!” Helen hissed and pinched her, hard, on the hand. Fortunately no one noticed, as Miss Fuller was now speaking at an orator’s pitch, her dampened fair curls drooping, elongated nearly to her shoulders.

“You have less, in the eyes of the Law, than a seamstress of a hundred years ago, or Shakespeare’s Greasy Joan who ‘keel’d the pot’! A peasant woman in medieval England, married as she may well have been, owned the humble property her father left her, and owned the property she held with her husband jointly if he died. Those laws were changed in England (and its colonies) in the eighteenth century and changed again, not for the better, thirty years ago. In an effort to shore up its great estates, to keep financial and political power in the hands of its aristocracy, England dis-enfranchised its entire female population! Primogeniture does not only assure the eldest son inherits; it is also another name for pushing women out of whatever public role, whatever autonomous power, they had enjoyed hitherto. In such an era as this, this nineteenth century of progress and industry and the advance of learning and science, it is a shock, a disgrace, that women virtually have been stripped of their dignity and property rights!”

An agitation on the settee signaled what was about to come from Helen.

“Miss Fuller!” Silence, and a craning of all necks. “What about the black men, our brothers in chains, who have no property rights, and not even the rights to their own bodies, and the bodies of their wives and children?”

The speaker reached her hands in a sudden gesture over the heads of her audience, as if she could clasp Helen’s. “My dear — You speak for us all — I think I recognize you from the Anti-Slavery Women of Boston —”

“Concord.”

“Ah, my beloved Concord, home also to our dear teacher, the great Mr. Emerson. I will tell you, all bold women of Concord and Boston, all lovers of freedom, about the slavery of the Africans and the slavery of all women today — Hush!” She put a finger in the air to stop Helen’s next words, and like a silenced child Helen sank back.

“For how can we free the African if we cannot free ourselves? And consider as well our Negro sisters —” This was going a little far, as the sudden intake of breath hissed through the room. “Yes, I say sisters as in God’s eyes we are all brothers and sisters, and if the African man is our brother, so surely the African woman is our sister.

“All depend on our strength, all depend on our action — such as we have already seen, in the anti-slavery committees that have been formed. And when I see the great Abolitionist Miss Sarah Grimke speak, I say — Here is a new woman! She can speak from a pulpit, at the lyceum, in the back of a horse-cart, about the rights of man, and surely I, inspired by her example, can also speak about the rights of women!

“Now think again of our Roman ancestors, and think of their intuitive, their glorious religion — but a precursor to Christian light, yet capable of shedding much light of its own. Philosophy and literature often return to the stories of these gods and goddesses, these nymphs and heroes, not because they are quaint and foolish stories — no! Because, as with all sincere religions, they held within them certain seeds of truth.

“Consider Minerva — Goddess of Wisdom, daughter of Jove. In antiquity she is often paired with an owl, the symbol of wisdom.

“Minerva represents the woman’s own wisdom, the ‘masculine’ side of the feminine, if you will, without which we would all be as silly as chicks newly hatched. No doubt some of you have daughters about whom you wonder, Is she but a silly chick? … Are any of them here? Yes?”

A certain amount of tittering filled the room. Miss Fuller opened her eyes especially wide and landed on a dowager with an elegantly turned-out young woman next to her.

“Oh, madam, I hope you do not wonder about her — She looks as pretty as anything, but I dare say there is wisdom as well.…”

The young woman threw her hands before her face and gasped with embarrassed delight.

“And as we need to exercise our wisdom, so do men today need to exercise their nurturance! Why should men not also be allowed to follow their own — if you will — feminine inclinations? I refer to the kindness of the benevolent father, the spiritual softness of the good preacher, the care that the best schoolmaster will take when instructing his charges.

“Perhaps in other ages, in other climes, we would not have such need of our Minerva goddess to guide us, our own Instructress who carries a wise owl on her shoulder. But today — ladies — we must solicit her to come to us as a dear friend, to guide us. We need leadership, courage, invention from the women of today! How much you can see if you look about you!”

Accepting her applause, Miss Fuller remained for some moments with her arms stretched wide. Then, with an eager look about her, she asked for questions. Some of the ladies wanted to hear more about Minerva. One had recently visited the Temple of Minerva in Rome, and with effort a few details about its appearance were extracted from her — not so large, the building, as expected — dark inside — the guide not a bit helpful — an owl, or was it a pelican? above the door, she thought — no nose on her, on the Minerva, at all.

Helen made one final effort, pointing out that the Romans owned slaves, so were they to be regarded as offering a beacon of freedom from the past in that respect?

“Ah, my learned friend!” said Miss Fuller. “All societies have their weaknesses. But when we consider that the Roman enslavement of their Greek captives was primarily to employ them as tutors in the house-hold, the picture of slavery is very different from what we suffer here.”

“That’s not entirely correct,” began Helen, but, foolish thing, she was standing in the way of a more robust and better-trained horse than she, and got trampled into the dust quite firmly:

“We shall not here quibble about historical detail — we shall save that for another time! And ladies all, may I remind you that with Mr. Wilberforce’s heroic leadership in the English Parliament for many years, in the end of the slave trade and the freeing of the slaves in their West Indies Colonies, we have reason to rejoice and be hopeful about the future of ending slavery here as well!”

Some applause, as the ladies congratulated — they knew not what — themselves? Wilberforce? The freed slaves? The West Indies in general?

“And as the sweep of history pushes ahead to freedom, we will endeavor to act so as to make all men, and women, free!”

As the gathering dispersed, Anne walked over to the windows and looked again into the garden. The terrier was jumping and snapping about the base of a small tree where, just above his reach, the squirrel scolded and bobbed on a branch. The squirrel seemed to have lost its tail, but was otherwise quite alive.

They were still tingling on their ride home in the dark. This time a couple from Fitchburg shared the stagecoach with them. Upon learning of the cause of their companions’ excitement, the woman remarked that she couldn’t abide public speaking, especially from a female, and closed her eyes. Her husband also pretended to sleep.

Mrs. Deaver was delighted at having shown Miss Fuller to her friends, so pleased that the Wonder had performed her magic again. “Didn’t I tell you, she has large ideas, she gives you a sense of the breadth of life!”

Helen said that she was an actress, and said it with scorn, but even she did not deny the beauty. Anne said that Mother did not approve of pagan goddesses — that Martha and Mary, and perhaps Ruth, certainly Eve, provide metaphors sufficient for daily use.

Helen said, “Mother is old-fashioned about many things, dear. Look how John and Henry cite the classical at all times! We must not be restrictive, even as Christians. All metaphors that have use may be invoked — it is the essayist’s and speaker’s prerogative — and just as the devil may quote scripture, so it seems possible that a lover of human freedom, as we must believe Miss Fuller to be, may pick and choose her talismans from the streets of Imperial Rome —”

Unable to resist, Anne interrupted: “You are talking just like her!”

Helen frowned, but then as quickly her brow cleared, and she laughed along with her sister. “My goodness,” she said, “you may be right. And why not? I will condescend to learn. But —” She raised her eyebrows comically.

“We may admire the ancient myths, and the truths they tell — in any case, they are from the Greeks, conquerors and slave-holders themselves. The history of humanity is a sorry story — we must learn from it without making up fairy tales about it.”

She laughed again, and reached an arm over Anne’s shoulder to hug her close. “She did sometimes make me cross as two sticks, but we all agree she is a fine speaker, what Mother would call a ‘reg’lar spell-binder!’ ”

“She isa — Venus! — when she speaks,” said Mrs. Deaver. “Although her Minerva will do for a model, as all the goddesses were beauties.”

The Fitchburg man opened his eyes, just barely, to take in this extravagance. He crossed his arms, composed his face into a grim smirk, and closed his eyes again.

Helen and Anne were still wondering if Miss Fuller had been paid for the day’s event; Mrs. Deaver said that she probably had received something, since as far as she knew the Conversations were the only means Miss Fuller had to support herself, as she had given up school teaching. Feeling somehow as if they were discussing very dark matters, they talked in soft voices, keeping their secrets from the man in the coach, about further economic wonders: Sophia Peabody who was earning money not only from occasional commissioned copies of master-works but also with her painting of decorations on screens and lamp shades — ten dollars for a vellum shade! twelve for a glass globe! — and her sister Elizabeth who was publishing books and selling them in the shop; various governesses and teachers; one widow who worked as an apothecary’s assistant for forty dollars a month; and all the young ladies who gave music and drawing and French lessons. Mrs. Deaver told them about a boarding-house she had heard of in Boston especially established for such working ladies.

Closer to home, with the oppressive presence of the Fitchburg passengers gone, the girls agreed that Miss Fuller speaking was a revelation. Then it was that the physiognomy of the speaker overcame its parts: The bulging eyes rounded into perfect shining planets, the large pale brow seemed to pulse with thought, the mouth curled around her words; and it all seemed distinguished, a new kind of beauty, offering insight and solace to her listeners before the high wind in which she perpetually stood should at last blow her clean away, to the next pressing engagement, the next crowd eager for enlightenment.
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Early on the already hot July morning, Anne drove Henry to the depot in North Acton to catch the south-bound train for New Haven and New York City. Henry was not yet sure how to get to the site of the wreck on Fire Island but imagined he would take a ferry. Arthur Fuller, one of Margaret’s brothers, along with another old friend, Ellery Channing, were planning to meet up with Henry there.

Wearing only one petticoat, Anne was dressed for the weather, but poor Henry looked damp already in his flannel-cloth suit. He carried his small leather satchel on his lap. Anne was expected at a neighbor’s farm to help with the haying after she had seen her brother off.

The train pulled into the depot, and the passengers disembarked. A loud and disordered family clambered down, leaving a pile of baggage on the platform behind them as they crossed the street to take breakfast at the inn. Henry said, not for the first time, how much he disliked riding on trains. He said that train travel was an insult to his legs.

Laughing, Anne opened his case, fished out his small note-book and pencil, and wrote:


Jul.23.’50 Riding insults my legs. I fain would walk to Timbuktoo; yea, and rather lose my legs in that effort, than lose my self-respect by galloping astride some locomotive Behemoth, the devil’s own horse, bound for Perdition.



A wisp of a smile passed over Henry’s mouth before disappearing into his whiskers, but whatever he might have said was interrupted by a distinct trill. They looked up to the depot roof and saw nothing; the trill was repeated, and they realized the sound came from somewhere amidst the baggage at their feet. A small cage of wood and wire contained a bird, charcoal black with a brilliant yellow head — a Canary-bird covered with soot.

Had someone hung the cage out the train window, right behind the engine? The bird’s head was still yellow, no doubt because it had jammed it beneath a wing. It was now frantically preening a tail feather, trying to clean off the black oily coat.

The train would not leave for another few minutes. After years of rescues — a beaver kit from the jaws of a hunting dog; birds, rabbits, and chipmunks from the claws of the cats; a turtle from the rain-barrel; a half-smothered owlet tangled in cobwebs in the barn — Henry and Anne did not even need to discuss what they would do. Anne kept look-out as Henry tucked the cage beneath his jacket and hurried to the livery stable across the station yard. The boy gave him a bucket, a jar of slop soap, and a rag. Anne joined him to assist at the bath. The soot was persistent, but with rinsings and lathering, as the Canary-bird struggled and churned in the bucket, most of the black came off, as well as several feathers. As Anne shook out and wiped down the bars Henry got his hand pecked to blood by the quivering bird he returned to its cage. They tossed in some finely cracked corn and filled the tin water tray affixed to the bars. Anne darted back to the wagon, placed the cage just behind the buck-board seat, and covered it with a meal sack to keep the bird quiet.

At a signal toot from the engine, the platform filled again. The family retrieved its trunks — the boy hollering, a very little girl crying, a larger girl shaking the hollering boy, and the mother and father determinedly refusing to look for the disappeared bird.

Anne again said she wished she were going along. Death was the occasion and although death was terrible, she needed to remind herself so as not actually to smile from the giddy pleasure that filled her every time she heard a train, even when she was not a passenger, or now, as the wheels started to roll and she jumped from the engine’s gigantic side-sneeze of steam. Then Henry climbed up, waved, stepped away into the car, and the train hooted and jerked itself away from the platform.

Anne climbed up, shook the reins, and set out on the return to Concord. At the haying, she would help cook and serve dinner and carry egg-nog and vinegar-water to the thirsty men. In this weather everyone watched the sky all day, hurrying to get the hay cut and raked into windrows and pitched into the wagons before the thunder-storms came in late afternoon. She thought of the farmers and clucked the horses to a trot. She was whistling “Go tell Aunt Rhoady, the old grey goose is dead,” when again she remembered the death of Miss Fuller — Mrs. Ossoli, perhaps she must be called, or absurdly, the Marchesa. Then the feeling came again and the day that had been bright dulled. She felt the horses slow to a walk under the reins that dropped to her lap. She felt, perhaps, more frightened than sad. A wreck was not something you could avoid, unless of course you never went anywhere. There were certain place-names that crowded her mind, and picture-plates from the geography books whose every detail she had memorized: Tahiti, Bombay, Cairo, Copenhagen, Tierra del Fuego. She wanted to go everywhere, by train and sailing-ship, and see the wide world. Which, perhaps for the first time, seemed mortally dangerous.

But there was another feeling that nudged her. Not fear, not sadness, something else. Amongst them all, at the news of the wreck, there had been an unspoken shadowy satisfaction — she could name it now, and touch it. It was like a thick rope you could grasp in the dark. It was the feeling that this had “served her right.” Not like the other deaths in the last few years — first the horror of their brother John seized with fever and lock-jaw; then the Emersons’ little boy taken by fever; then darling sister Helen flickering and sputtering like a candle flame for many months from consumption, and finally snuffed last year. Unimaginable griefs, each one more terrible than the last, the vanished beloved cried out for in the nights. And all had died as they had lived — blameless, blameless.

Miss Fuller, on the other hand. She was not blameless, not at all; this was a death made for wincing, not weeping. It even made you angrier about the other deaths. She had no one to blame but herself. When the toddler will not stop teasing the cat and then the cat scratches, you say to the child, “See? I told you not to, serves you right.”

“We told you,” she whispered, but then she was not sure — either that they had, actually, told her; or, indeed, that a death in a hurricane could be said to be anybody’s fault. Could it be that she, that they all, were secretly pleased Miss Fuller was dead? Sissy and Mother had been pursing their mouths in identical straight lines that might mean disapproval and maybe also the self-satisfaction that comes with disapproval. But not really pleased — that wasn’t possible. Miss Fuller was Mr. Emerson’s pet, and Mrs. E had petted her too, and Henry had always said he admired her. The Hawthornes and Alcotts and Peabodies were her dear friends. Mr. Greeley, the editor of the New-York Daily Tribune, called her a heroine. No one could be glad to see a heroine die.

And the husband, in spite of being an Italian, was a human being. As Africans were human, so certainly were Italians. She had never actually met an Italian, though she had met slaves and freedmen. How terrible — and how provincial, her new word of scorn — that she had need to remind herself of the humanity of an Italian. They did not know him, how could they condemn him, even if he were perhaps comical, a comical Count. Or was he a Marquis? Possibly a dancing-teacher, as one wag had suggested. And the baby, good mercy, no one could be glad for the death of a baby, even if they had said for months that it might not be — quite right. Anne was unsure if the whispers had meant the baby was sickly or possibly an idiot, or actually born outside of wedlock — before a marriage? Was there no real marriage? It was dizzying to even think of this — since the whisperers also hissed “Marchesa” and “Catholic,” and made mouths around the words “Italian marriage” as if they meant something else.

The family had refused to be impressed when Miss Fuller had left for Europe in 1846. All right that she had lived in New York and written for the reformist Tribune about the city slums; all right that she had traveled to the Great Lakes and deplored the mistreatment of the resettled Indians on their tawdry “reservation.” But Europe? Mother, Helen, and Sissy were very clear on this: It was not the right thing to have done, to have gone to Europe; neither becoming nor patriotic. Her newspaper columns from London, Paris, and Rome; her interviews with Carlyle and George Sand and Mazzini the revolutionary and Mickiewicz the poet; her exhortations to aid the Italian cause and the causes of all the revolutions popping and fizzing, sometimes booming, over Europe — all went largely unread at their table, certainly unstudied. (Henry did read them, Anne knew, but he rarely spoke of them. One of the aunts had been living with them when Miss Fuller was writing from England and France, and the aunt had been an enthusiast, reading passages aloud. There was relief when she left.) Such a writer and talker should be at home, where they needed her, with the Abolitionist cause. Women’s rights, on which Miss Fuller had spoken and written so famously, were another distraction, not to be countenanced in the face of the great wrong of slavery that history had placed before the men and women of the United States. In the last weeks before her death, Helen had sat up in her bed-clothes for long enough to preach a gasping sort of sermon about it. Helen had been far angrier with the likes of Miss Fuller than with the plantation owners and their “stooges” in Congress — who, as she and Mother agreed, had not been bred to know better.

Anne had talked privately with Miss Fuller only once, and that was during one of those summers — a year or so after the Conversation Anne attended — when Miss Fuller had been living in Concord, at the Emerson home. In large groups, such as the lemonade parties Mrs. E hosted, Miss Fuller was expansive, full of opinions, and only fell silent when Mr. E spoke. She made sheep’s eyes at Mr. E — everyone saw it, including Mrs. E, though she would never say so. Anne guessed that was one reason Mrs. E was so gracious. Helen commented on Miss Fuller’s diminished figure, and Henry reported that she was attempting a “vegetary” regimen, some combination of something called the Graham System and one pressed upon her by friends from London who followed Oriental dietary laws. Mrs. E had been making a great effort to satisfy her guest’s appetite, but everyone could see she was looking thin and wan, and Mrs. E felt blamed.

One afternoon Henry took his sister along with Miss Fuller for a river jaunt in his skiff. This time Miss Fuller seemed a school-girl gawky. When she snagged her pink sateen dress in an oarlock, Henry’s face registered for his sister’s benefit a comedy of exaggerated eye-rolling dismay unnoticed by their guest, who never stopped talking for a moment about a lecture she had attended the night before, not even when a length of sateen ripped into a kind of fringe that trailed into the water. At last catching her breath and looking about, she finally noticed the draggling finery and laughed easily, which made Anne like her after all. Then she quoted something in German and simpered and squinted, so she had liked her less. Naturally the laughing and the German, like everything else about her, were too loud for Henry.

As Henry headed down river on his own, Anne walked Miss Fuller back to the Emersons’.

“Please, do call me Margaret, as your brother does. And we have in common as well that we are both editors for Henry.”

“No, I could not say I am his editor. I am a copyist, at times. We make the joke that I am his private secretary. We are all most grateful — I’m sure Henry is — that you have taken his pieces for The Dial.”

“He has the soul of a poet, and I applaud his verses. But his essays, although rich and clear, are not, somehow, always coherent. I’ve only taken the one, you know. Sometimes his poet’s soul wanders.”

“Do you really think so.”

They arrived at the garden gate. Anne flinched as the woman seemed about to embrace her; they settled for shaking hands.

Now she thought of her new Canary-bird, instantly thought to name her The Marchesa, then as quickly repenting of the joke, decided to call her plain Birdy instead. She would put the cage in the shade near the fields for the day, and find a tin cup for the bird’s water. Two of the farmers, young brothers, would be scything and pitching hay today, and their sweat would plaster their shirts to the hard planes of their muscles. She tried to decide which was handsomer, Thomas or Robert. It would take further study.

The day grew lighter again. She urged the horses on, past the tall green spears of mullein, the joe-pie weed with tight grey buds, the flutter of buttercups, campions, and hawkweed that swayed and bobbed in the ditches by the road.
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When Henry arrived in New York, a newspaper at the hotel carried the latest news of the wreck of the Elizabeth. She had foundered on a sand bar off Fire Island in the night three days earlier, in the freakishly violent hurricane that had run up the eastern coast, then cut across Long Island and into Connecticut, where it had abruptly died out into nothing more than heavy rains.

The paper was The New York Globe — a rival of Greeley’s Tribune — and the tone of the article was dry. After reviewing the essentials — number of estimated dead in the nation (84), estimated speed of winds (more than 100 miles per hour), how many hurricanes reported on this path from previous years (3), number of merchant ships on the Atlantic estimated lost due to weather each year (27) — it focused on the continued efforts of the shipping company to recover their cargo, 150 tons of Carrera marble. She was a merchant vessel; apart from the crew and some livestock, the few passengers had included the writer Margaret Fuller, her two-year-old son, and her husband, the Italian marquis named Ossoli. All three, along with an Italian girl who was their maidservant, and two sailors, were now dead. Six dead, seventeen survived. The child’s body had been found — he had died in the arms of a sailor only yards from the beach, and both bodies had already been buried behind the dunes. Now that the seas were calmer, rope lines and mule-teams would be engaged in the effort to drag the marble slabs to shore. The rest of the paper was filled with reports of the hurricane’s wrecking path from the Carolinas north, and of the efforts to clean the streets of Manhattan from debris. A political cartoon showed the mayor of New York City riding the hurricane like a bucking horse. “Winds from Washington are powerful strong,” he said.

In the Tribune, a black-bordered space offered a tribute to their dead correspondent. “Death of Margaret Fuller, the Marchesa Ossoli, the Most Famous Woman in the World,” said the head-line. The next phrase continued editor Horace Greeley’s combined instincts for drama and advertisement: “Tireless Champion of the Truth.” Henry set the papers aside with a sigh.

That night Henry slept only a little, then rose early and walked through rubbishy streets. The mess of roof slates and broken glass was being cleaned by men with shovels and brooms. At the pier he caught a ferry to Bay Shore. The next ferry to Fire Island was delayed, so an oysterman with a single-sailed dory took him across the choppy bay.

He walked across the narrow finger of Fire Island in the hot, bright, salt-stung air. Dead animals, smashed cottages and barns, and flattened trees told of improbable disaster in the midst of rose-hips, sand, heather, thrushes. Coming up over the dunes to the ocean-side, he saw spread before him what looked like a battlefield: a tent encampment, teams of mules and drivers in the surf, the bulk of the destroyed ship so close to shore — absurd that it had sunk, that people had died, virtually on the beach! — and a line of slowly moving people stretched in either direction from the wreck as far as he could see. He realized that they were scavengers, pickers. Four days since the storm, only the dregs were left — shreds of soggy timber still peeling from the ship, bottles and ropes and bits of cloth that washed up. Important items, such as trunks and cartons and furniture, were long gone, he feared; unless perhaps the shipping company had done its own salvage work.

A short conversation with a boss at the mule-teams took away that hope. There was only one forlorn police-man guarding a sad heap of empty trunks wrested from the hands of pickers. Jumbled about were sea-weed, scraps of clothes, a couple of plates, a kettle, and a broken chair. The police-man held a brown goat on a leash of rope; the goat was browsing on the clothes.

“No one has claimed him,” he said. “Do you want him?”

Henry said no. Once untied, the goat bounded off, first in the direction of the mules and then veering off into the dunes, chased by two determined pickers.

All that day Henry wandered the beach, speaking to the pickers and the sailors to see if they knew anything about the Ossolis’ belongings, if they had seen any papers, but with no luck. The few surviving sailors now working on the marble crew were able to tell him more of the story.

The voyage of the Elizabeth had been troubled nearly from the first; soon after leaving Livorno on May 17th, the captain had died of typhus at Gibraltar. The ship sat in harbor under quarantine for a week, and then the first mate had taken charge. The Ossolis’ boy then also came down with typhus, but a milder version than the captain’s; he survived. Later, fierce winds hit just south of New York, and though the crew expected the mate to find a safe harbor and wait out the gale, he had pushed on.

Around three in the morning the ship, heavy with its marble cargo, had run aground on a sand bar. The marble slabs slid and thrust through the hull, and then the water poured in. Some five or six of the crew made it to shore by paddling on planks, and this was when the first unlucky sailor drowned. Those who landed on the beach were able to set up a make-shift tow-line, by which the rest of the crew and Mrs. Hasty, the late captain’s wife, had struggled in — but the Italian girl had lost her grip on the rope and had been swept away in a rip current. The waves and wind were too loud to hear anyone scream, and the darkness was almost total.

Ossoli and his wife would not leave the ship without their son and the baby was of course too small to use the tow-line, or even to hold on to an adult. They were waiting for a promised life-boat from the nearest town. But instead of easing, the storm worsened; the tow-line broke; the ship broke up and began to sink. The ship was so close that those on shore saw clearly as Ossoli was next washed away. In the early dawn, a sailor actually swam back out to the wreck and took the child from his mother’s arms and made for shore. Within minutes, he and the boy had been beaten and killed in the ferocious surf, pulled back again and again by the undertow. Then the woman was alone, most of her skirts torn away, sitting with her back pressed against the mast, her knees at her chin. Finally an enormous wave covered her as well and she disappeared.

One sailor told Henry how much the crew had liked the lady, how she had expertly nursed the sick captain and a sailor at Gibraltar early in the voyage and then had nursed her own son without panic. Past the Canaries, once the boy was out of danger, she became sociable; one night, she joined the crew below and told them the story of Aeneas and the founding of Rome. For many nights thereafter, he said, she had told stories from Virgil, with long pauses to allow for translation for the Italian men in the crew — for although she did speak some Italian, they had laughed at her accent and formal style and so she had wisely stayed with English.

“Dido’s death by fire,” said Henry thinking suddenly, vividly, of the way Margaret had sometimes looked at Emerson.

“She could tell a story! Waving her arms, she had a beautiful voice, she looked like an angel. The boy sitting on her lap just stared up at her face.”

Another sailor, Bolton, whose good pal had tried to save the child, showed Henry to the small grave-yard and its scrap-wood crosses. “We have to keep the pickers away from here or they’d take these too, for fire-wood.” Bolton was talking too much, still had a shocked look about the eyes, as he told of the mother handing her child into the sailor’s arms. “The husband was gone under already, but she held the boy above the water and handed him to Tomaso. We yelled on the beach, we called to the little boy and brave old Tommy — ‘Come on, come on! The lady will try for it, too!’

“And then we all — us on the beach and she on the ship — we saw them go under. Between the wreck and the beach, tossed and smashed, Tommy and the little boy. It wasn’t till morning, when the rips had calmed, that the bodies came close enough for us to drag them in, dead. She saw everything, her boy drowned in the sailor’s arms. She never moved after that.

“We watched her, her legs tucked up under her petticoats, gazing at the place where her son had gone under, she sat still as stone, until the waves took her too and knocked her sideways and she went over and under.”

A few other sailors and salvage workers brought their lunches up to the hill and sat with them at the graves. Someone gave Henry a piece of bread, some cheese, and a sour plum. They chewed and they drank cider from a common jug, and then they and Bolton resumed their talk, which seemed to be, over and over to one another: “Terrible storm, worst ever, terrible voyage, bad seas, fool captain, bad luck, marble too heavy, slid right through the hold, never go on a merchant again carrying stone if I can help it.”

Henry thought he could hardly bear to hear it again but each of the sailors seemed to need to say it, more than once, and so it became a kind of muttered chorus: “Terrible storm, bodies lost forever, the child tossed and tossed, brave lady, the child, terrible terrible sea.”

Ellery Channing and Arthur Fuller arrived just before sunset. The scale of the mess at the beach nearly overwhelmed them; but in an unmethodical manner, they more or less retraced Henry’s search all that evening, with identical results. There was brief excitement when Ellery found some scraps of paper in a note-book — upon drying them, however, they could see enough of the lettering to make out that these were only pieces of the ship’s log. Camping out near the workers, without a tent, they had tried to cheer one another but a light rain kept their gloom constant through the night. In the morning Arthur oversaw the digging up of his nephew’s coffin and hired a cart for the first leg of its trip back to Cambridge for family burial. Since it seemed that all hope of recovering the other bodies was gone, they spoke about the missing manuscript instead. It was Margaret’s book, her “History of the Italian Revolution.” Her last letters home had announced its completion. There was little chance, they knew, of finding it — but Henry made a promise as Arthur and Ellery left with their burden, that he would continue to try.

Richard Fuller, Margaret’s youngest brother and Henry’s good friend, had stayed behind in Boston with a fever. More than for anyone else, Henry wanted to recover something for Richard. All he had were two jet buttons from a coat, perhaps Ossoli’s, that he had found on a scrap of wool cloth in the foam.

Henry resumed his beach walking. He was looking now for nothing in particular, and was able to enjoy noting the dozens of sea-birds, their fishing habits and cries; kelp and sea-lettuce and small moon-jellies pulsing on the sand; the razor clam-shells and jingle-shells and acres of boat-shells, lumpy underfoot.

A few miles down from the salvage encampment, as he was stepping idly along the wave line, he put a foot directly onto a mass of kelp and bones. They were big bones, and not of fish — he looked closely and saw that they were not quite clean-picked by the gulls and crabs, and definitely human — a shoulder, and an arm, two fingers still attached with shreds of cartilage. He could not touch these bones. No doubt they were from the wreck. They could be from any one of the bodies. He believed nonetheless that they were Margaret’s. That looked like her hand, it did, feminine, with her long fingers.

He thought perhaps of taking a finger bone for Richard. It was like something out of a fairy tale, but what? The Seven Crow Brothers, that was the one — with the sister who saved them all by whittling her own finger into a key to fit an impossible lock.… And yet he could not touch the bones. Instead he took off his boots and used them as scoops, scraping up wet sand and burying the bones as best he could; then, barefoot, carrying the boots, he walked back quickly, the red light from the setting sun in his eyes.
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Even before life had been disrupted by the ship-wreck, things in the Thoreau house that summer were already in a state of agitation (“all of a doo-dah,” said Mother) because the family was packing to move, to a large house they had recently completed building in the center of town. This was a social and economic “return,” as their move out of town several years earlier had marked a grim moment in their finances. The family’s move back to the center of Concord was made possible by the recent prosperity of their pencil factory. This small business, which Father had inherited, occupied a barn warehouse. The family had always joked about their move “west” a half mile from town, and called the house-and-barn their “Texas” house. Henry’s inventions — of a new way of grinding plumbago for pencil lead and for printing, and a new way of pressing the wood together around the lead — had made the business thrive, so that now they were providing pencils and printer’s ink to shops throughout New England and even Europe. Once they had moved back “east” into the center of town, their old Texas house would serve as offices and shipping station for the business.

But with Henry away, the moving had slowed. Mother was in a stew, un-packing and re-wrapping the plate and glassware, so that dozens of bundles littered the dining-room and parlor. All meals were now eaten in the kitchen. Father was not good at asking for help and kept trying to do the heavy work by himself; last night, the fourth day of Henry’s absence, he had strained his back trying to move a grain bin.

Anne was down to one smock, one dress, and a shift — everything else was packed away in trunks. For now most of Henry’s things were temporarily lodged in a shed, and there Anne hung the bird-cage and, every morning, tended to his Monarch caterpillars. He had allowed her to help with his butterfly hatchery this year — last year, his first of documenting, she only had been allowed to watch. She was better than he, it turned out, at finding the rice-like white eggs on the milkweed plants. Of the dozen or so they had captured in June, only five had hatched into caterpillars, and one was now so fat it would soon be at its last moult and go into a chrysalid.

That morning, when Mother was rubbing Father’s back with liniment and scolding him, Anne escaped the kitchen and went out to the shed for her morning chore. She peered into the glass box that sat on the table by the one window, then lifted the pierced-tin lid with great delicacy — the fresh, shiny green chrysalid was attached by sticky threads to the underside of a pierced dimple — and reached in to drop fresh milkweed leaves for the caterpillars that were still eating. She fished out the dried leaves and with a rag pinched up the tiny black droppings.

She and her brother shared a sort of giddy admiration for these plump caterpillars, striped like a dandy’s waist-coat out of The Lady’s Book in bright yellow-green, black, and white. When you held one in your hand, it would at first curl up timidly, its wedges of caterpillar flesh bunched together like a squashed accordion; but then it would stretch out again, lifting its head and waggling short black horns.

The tabby cat had followed Anne to the shed. She nosed against the glass box, then against Anne’s pencil and ruler, and got a vigorous push off the table. The Canary-bird twittered nervously. In the Monarchs note-book, Anne wrote a description of the chrysalid, gently angling the ruler for a measurement. She then measured and noted, to a millimetre’s precision, the length of each caterpillar. A cloth tailor’s tape with millimetre markings went around the thickest place on each one — for a “waist” measurement, circumference. She wrote it all down and dated it. Then she made several preliminary sketches. Henry was in correspondence with a Dr. Jaeger, who was compiling an encyclopedia of insects; their data would be mailed to him. Possibly Anne’s drawings would be included in the encyclopedia. She was exact in detail, but her perspective and shading were inexpert and Henry argued with her about her choice of colors. She hoped he would remember to buy her some new water-color paints in New York.

It was necessary to push the cat off the table again. She tidied the note-books, then replaced the lid, anchored it with stones, and shooed the cat ahead of her. She looked idly at the piles of Henry’s books and noticed, suddenly, a thin green-bound volume with gilt lettering: Woman in the Nineteenth Century by Margaret Fuller. She had never read it. Well. She would read it now. Was it a coincidence that she had found it, or was it that her eyes were newly alert to the author’s name? She tucked it into the front pocket of her smock and closed the shed door.

A surprise: Miss Fuller’s brother Arthur had stopped in, and he would stay for a cup of tea. Father sat stiffly by the stove, his face drawn, but fortunately Mother was occupied with the visitor and had let up her scolding. Arthur Fuller looked wild, his big hands clumsy, his pale eyes flat and full of the ocean at which he had been staring. His sister’s body was not recovered — nor was her husband’s, nor the book — just some scraps of clothing. He nearly broke into tears many times. He told them about the one recovered body — that of his nephew, little Angelo Ossoli, not yet two years old, for whom a grave in the upper dunes had been quickly dug the day after the wreck. “I never saw his face in life,” said Arthur. “I never met my nephew. There was a wooden cross — we dug it all up and brought him back in a crate.”

The funeral for his nephew would be held the next day in Boston; Arthur was to visit with Mr. Emerson briefly before heading back to be with his own family. He gave Anne a note from her brother.


Dear Annie,

There are difficulties and we will probably not succeed in finding what we came for. I am staying for a week or so more to walk and hunt for specimens. Tell Mother. I have notes on birds and other beach life and will bring you shells and a skate’s egg-sac called a devil’s purse. It is empty, but do not let that give you false comfort. The devil grows richer every day.

H.
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Henry hired the oysterman to take him to Mattituck, on the North Fork of Long Island. He spent several days there, boarding with a farmer, and continued his walks and his notes. On his last day, he returned to Fire Island and watched the dogged, nearly finished haulage of the marble. Most of the stone was in rough slabs, but there were also two out-sized marble statues, a man standing and a man on a horse, lying, bizarrely, on the sand. By looking more closely, he realized that the block faces had been left unsculpted — evidently these stone figures were basic models of the heroic, meant to be adapted locally once they had reached their destinations, some county seat court-house, some new library or athenaeum in Ohio or Maryland. They shared the feature of having the right arm raised. The solitary man pointed to an indefinite future — for the moment, as he reclined on the wet sand, to the clouds above the beach. The figure on horseback had suffered more from the wreck: The horse’s neck and head were gone and the man’s extended arm was broken off at the elbow, making his intended gesture less clear.

The police-man had vanished, and so had the pickers. But the sailor Bolton dropped his work and came over to tell Henry that one of the locals had been offering something for sale, papers he thought, from the wreck. He directed him to a fishing shack which stood close by the grave-yard.
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The family had decided that no further moving could take place until Henry was home. In the lull, Anne visited the widow Allan at her two-room shack down by the creek, where she tended her vegetable garden and took in washing and mending. Dolly Allan’s own children were grown and gone, and she had worked for the family as house-maid and nurse-maid when Anne was little. Anne had tried for years to educate her; and although she no longer tried, she still read to her.

That day she brought with her Margaret Fuller’s Woman in the Nineteenth Century. As she held the delicate volume in her hand, she thought how much more discreet and seemly than its author the object was. Dolly was pulling weeds; Anne set down her book and basket — which contained a thick slice of ham, a loaf of bread, and a cup of cream as well as a jar of lemonade — and bent to help her.

Inside, they put the food away. Anne opened the jar and poured the lemonade into cups as Dolly washed at the sink pump. They settled into their usual postures: Anne with the book on a cushion on the floor, Dolly sitting on a chair behind her, embracing her with her knees. The old woman unpinned and unbraided the young woman’s light brown hair. As Anne read, Dolly combed and stroked, dipped her comb into rose-petal water, combed the hair through, braided it, unbraided it, twisted it up and pinned it, then unpinned it and combed it some more. Anne propped her elbow on Dolly’s knee; the older woman’s cotton skirt was patterned with green sprigs, faded to the same hue as the book.

Woman in the Nineteenth Century had made Miss Fuller famous. It had made it possible for her to go to England, where the book had excited admiration; and to France and Italy, where it had appeared in translations almost immediately. But Anne had never read it. She found that the style took some getting used to. She thought, as she paused occasionally to make sense of what she had just read aloud, that it was not exactly flowery — but rather somehow vegetal, vine-like, even mouldy, each sentence adhering around some central idea, with examples.


In clear triumphant moments, many times, has rung through the spheres the prophecy of his [man’s] jubilee, and those moments, though past in time, have been translated into eternity by thought; the bright signs they left hang in the heavens, as single stars or constellations, and, already, a thickly sown radiance consoles the wanderer in the darkest night. Other heroes since Hercules have fulfilled the zodiac of beneficent labors, and then given up their mortal part to the fire without a murmur; while no God dared deny that they should have their reward.



Miss Fuller began with an invocation of Man’s capacity for the heroic, and went on to explain that Man cannot be fully heroic until Woman is allowed to be heroic beside him. In her first intimation of the main argument, she wrote of women that:


Those who till a spot of earth scarcely larger than is wanted for a grave, have deserved that the sun should shine upon its sod till violets answer.



Anne looked up from the book and said, “That’s elegant. It sounds a lot like Henry.”

“All done?” asked Dolly, making a final twist and pinning Anne’s hair back into place.

“It goes on forever, actually. I’ll bring something more lively next time. You need your nap.”

She settled Dolly on her low bed.

“How is the moving coming along?” Dolly asked.

“Hectic — Mother throwing her hands in the air and shouting, and Father trying to pull the stove out of the wall. We hope Henry will come home soon to supervise.”

“You need a home of your own.”

“I know I do,” said Anne. “But I almost feel that I shouldn’t. Helen and John never had the chance to marry. Henry and Sissy — they both say they will never marry.”

“But you must.”

It was too hot for a blanket, even with all the shutters closed against the sun. Anne kissed the old woman’s cheek and smoothed her sparse white hair.

“I’ll do your hair next time.” It was an old joke.

“If you undo it, it will fly away.”

Back at home, Anne returned to the book with reluctance. Guilt about her dislike of Margaret — would she call her Margaret at last, now that she was dead? — made her disinclination to wade through those sentences feel like an actual crime. So she would read.

Miss Fuller argued for the need to explore the full capacities of both men and women. Ah, this was familiar. She acknowledged that most women would continue to be womanly, and interested in domestic affairs; but she also maintained that in such a time as this nineteenth century, when women have unjustly lost much liberty by having lost their property rights (such as they had known in early centuries and in different cultures), it behooved more women to turn to what she termed their “Minerva” side. Minerva again! Minerva represented the wise, masculine aspect of femininity. By allowing Minerva to flourish, she said, women could accomplish a redress of the bad bargain that currently prohibited women from exploring their male strengths (of leadership, courage, invention), or men from exploring their female strengths (of kindness, spirituality, nurturance). This was exactly the same language of the Conversations. But the next passage went further:


We would have every arbitrary barrier thrown down. We would have every path laid open to woman as freely as to man.… We believe the divine energy would pervade nature to a degree unknown in the history of former ages, and that no discordant collision, but a ravishing harmony of the spheres would ensue.…

The sexes should not only correspond to and appreciate, but prophesy to one another. In individual instances this happens. Two persons love in one another the future good which they aid one another to unfold.…

When Emily Plater [a hero of the Polish independence movement] joined the army where the reports of her exploits preceded her … some of the officers were disappointed at her quiet manners; that she had not the air and tone of a stage-heroine. They thought she could not have acted heroically unless in buskins; had no idea that such deeds only showed the habit of her mind.

Others talked of the delicacy of her sex, advised her to withdraw from perils and dangers, and had no comprehension of the feelings within her breast that made this impossible.… But though, to the mass of these men, she was an embarrassment and a puzzle, the nobler sort viewed her with a tender enthusiasm worthy of her.…



Mercy! She closed the book; she would help fix supper.

Sieving the creamed potato soup — Anne had proposed they try it cold in the French way — she asked Mother and Sissy if they had ever heard of Emily Plater. Mother said, as she had often before: “Women and war are an abominable combination. Joan of Arc — or your Emily Plater — are stories to sicken any woman of right feeling.” She slammed the stove door for emphasis. Whatever the weather, they would have the biscuits hot.

That night, unable to sleep in the heat, Anne felt herself still whirling inside what she had read. She was wearied by the tortured way that Fuller’s argument ranged, without apparent logic or — well, control. What was it about the philosophers (she excepted Henry of course, and anyway he disdained the label) that made them argue in circles, moreover in circles that kept expanding indefinitely? It was as if they were looping out into the future, including everyone now and forever. She lit the candle and continued to read.


The electrical, the magnetic element in woman has not been fairly brought out in any period. Every thing might be expected from it; she has far more of it than man. This is commonly expressed by saying that her intuitions are more rapid and more correct.…

Women who combine this with creative genius, are very commonly unhappy at present. They see too much to act in conformity with those around them.…

Those, who seem overladen with electricity, frighten those around them.… Woe to such a woman who finds herself linked to a [petty] man in bonds too close. It is the cruelest of errors. He will detest her with all the bitterness of wounded self-love. He will take the whole prejudice of manhood upon himself, and to the utmost of his power imprison and torture her by its imperious rigors.



Now the writer was getting angry; her prose was jabbing at the reader. She gave examples of electrical women — Iphigenia, Cassandra — who frightened men and so were killed off.


I observe in [Cassandra’s] case, and in one known to me here, that, what might have been a gradual and gentle disclosure of remarkable powers, was broken and jarred into disease by an unsuitable marriage.

You ask, what use will [woman] make of liberty, when she has so long been sustained and restrained?



Anne liked that — the false logic of sound, as if sustained and restrained were inseparable; the one the price of the other. Or perhaps the logic was not false.


 … If you ask me what offices she may fill; I reply — any. I do not care what case you put; let them be sea-captains, if you will.



“Sea-captains!” Anne said it aloud.


I do not doubt there are women well fitted for such an office, and if so, I should be glad to see them in it …

I wish woman to live, first for God’s sake. Then she will not make an imperfect man her god, and thus sink to idolatry.… A profound thinker has said, “no married woman can represent the female world, for she belongs to her husband. The idea of woman must be represented by a virgin.”



It was not clear to Anne if the “profound thinker” was Emerson, or possibly Carlyle or Goethe. But the Free Woman must resist all male gods, all male authorities, including her own father and her husband:


But that is the very fault of marriage, and of the present relation between the sexes, that woman does belong to the man, instead of forming a whole with him.… It is a vulgar error …



(Was she calling Emerson vulgar?)


 … that love, a love, to woman is her whole existence; she also is born for Truth and Love in their universal energy.… I know that I, a daughter, live through the life of man; but what concerns me now is, that my life be a beautiful, powerful, in a word, a complete life of its kind.



That was the clear end, the major crashing chord, of the essay. Although Miss Fuller threw in a bad poem treacled with high sentiments to close, Anne held to the phrase a complete life of its kind and knew she would not forget it.

The awkward, herky-jerky force of the essay, rather like an electric eel, twisting, brilliant, sparking — that, and the heat-lightning flashing and filling the window-panes — kept her awake until the dawn.
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Henry returned in a thunder-storm. A crate of specimens came off the cart with him.

As Sissy made tea in the nearly empty kitchen Anne told Henry about the Monarchs — one had already taken wing; three more were still in chrysalid state; one pouch had fallen, black and dead, to the bottom of the case. The kitchen table and nearly all the china had gone to the new house, so they set their tea-cups, without saucers, on the broad lip of the stove. The rain stopped and the sun came through the dripping window of the kitchen. Henry excused himself to go take tea with the Emersons. Lidian, Mrs. E, had sent a note asking him to come right away.

“He has gone to his Maker,” said Anne to her sister.

“I don’t enjoy your jokes about Mr. E,” Sissy said.

“You mean God?”

“It is not amusing.”

“I will call him Jove, then, is that better?”

Henry walked the short path to the Emersons’, and at the gate Lidian saw him coming and rushed to embrace him. She was sniffing; he backed away so as not to encourage any real tears. Mr. E was in his study, but he was no longer morose. He was talking and pacing, almost preaching, to Ellery Channing, who seemed to be taking notes. “Henry! Ellery told me you had stayed to scavenge.”

“I was collecting specimens, yes.”

Henry then noticed James Freeman Clarke, standing over by the corner window, and they bowed slightly to one another. His reddish hair, backlit by the late afternoon sun, stood out in wisps from his pale head. Clarke looks like an old man, Henry thought. Years ago many of them had guessed he might marry Margaret; but Lidian had thought not, and she had been right.

Emerson said, “We are beginning — embarking — you know, Ellery is really the man in charge, on a book of memoirs of Margaret, selections of her own writings accompanied by recollections of those who knew her best — myself, Ellery, Clarke, Greeley — commemorating her genius.”

He paused, then announced: “ ‘Memoirs of Margaret Fuller Ossoli.’ You must contribute as well. Collecting her best words. Commemorating her genius.”

Henry took tea and sandwiches and waited for the others to leave. James inquired after Henry’s studies and said that while he was staying in town he would like to accompany him on a botanising walk or a river jaunt. Henry looked at James’s sleek brown boots and gave his usual shuffling answer about it all depending on the weather. Mr. E ate greedily and needed help to push his chair back from the table — one could not help but notice the girth he had added recently. Standing up to his nearly six full feet, however, he seemed in fine proportion.

After tea he and Henry took one of their usual paths, through the orchard and then on up the hill for a good view. Mr. E talked without ceasing about Margaret, her peculiar genius, her radical habits of mind, her place in the history of thought and action. Suddenly he sat down hard on a mossy rock, interrupting his own monologue, and softly wailed —

“Oh, have I done wrong?”

“What? Tell me.”

Mr. E did not want to go on; or he did, but he couldn’t. He pouted out his lips like a child. Henry was patient, staring out at the heavy trees that clustered along the curving river in the distance. The crown of one of the trees was yellower than the others — a hickory?

“I — I advised — I refused. She wanted money, months ago — she begged me for a loan and I did not answer, and she wrote to Greeley for an advance from the Tribune, for the book on the revolution — and I was in New York with Greeley at the time. He was short of ready money in any case, and I advised him not to make the sacrifice.”

Horace Greeley, founder and editor of the New-York Daily Tribune, was Margaret’s employer and champion. She had written dozens and dozens of dispatches from Europe for him, all these years. He had published Woman in the Nineteenth Century and had promised to publish her book on the Italian revolution. Greeley and his wife and children were Margaret’s dear friends. This was incredible.

“Not to send her money he planned to pay her anyway?” Henry said.

“Not even a portion of it. I feared — we all feared — she would never come home. Such rumors we had been hearing, you know them yourself, from the Springs and that portrait painter — Ricks? Hicks? — and Hawthorne’s friend, the one who knows the Brownings.…”

“I did not believe the rumors,” said Henry stiffly. “If they did not have a marriage in a Protestant church that does not mean they were not married.”

“But marriage itself has been doubted, amongst people who knew —”

“Everyone would have doubted the marriage if it were in the Roman church as well. She explained all that, you told me yourself. They were married in late autumn of 1847, but the records were lost in the subsequent confusion of the war. These speculations are ridiculous and mean-spirited.”

“I confess I was at first shocked that she had married at all.” Two tiny green grass-hoppers leapt up from the grass and clung to Mr. E’s trouser leg. He brushed them away and continued:

“The domestic life, as wife and mother, always seemed to me something Margaret was too — noble, I think, yes, too noble for. She had too pure an intellect and character to … but the rumors —”

“We need not listen to slander,” Henry said.

“The only way to counter slander was for her and her husband and baby to come home, so we could see them all.”

Henry walked on ahead, to an old apple-tree that had just recently broken in two. The place where the break had happened was pale and mealy, and the center was hollow where the tree had been rotting from within. He plucked a green apple no bigger than a quail’s egg and polished it in his hands as Mr. E caught up.

“Are you angry, Henry?”

“Did you even think about how they would live here? On what income? Would her brothers have taken them in?”

“Or Elizabeth Peabody, or I. Our hands would have been open, once she was home. We would have found a place for them in Concord, or with her mother. Elizabeth proposed she begin a new series of Conversations. And naturally her book on the revolution would have been published.”

“Do you know if she asked anyone else for money?” asked Henry.

“Her brothers. I think they had already sent her what they could spare. And she did ask Elizabeth, too. I told her not to send money, either. I persuaded her that Margaret must come home.”

Henry said, “You took a lot upon yourself.”

“It was for her own good! I know it was! But — I saw her brother Richard yesterday in Boston. He had only just received a letter she wrote in May, from Livorno, as they were waiting to board. A letter from the dead! Poor thing, he’s been ill enough. In the letter she wrote that they had borrowed money for food and boat fare, and that they were nearly starved.”

“No.”

“And that the only fare home they could afford was on a merchant ship. They could not even afford the packet boat, which would have been safer — so many merchant ships are lost, so dangerous with the baby — And on another boat, they would have arrived much earlier. Don’t you see? And avoided the storm!”

Mr. E groaned and rubbed his face.

If sin existed, this was a sin; but who could grant absolution? Henry only said, “You could not have known.”

On their silent walk back down the hill, Henry absent-mindedly handed the green apple to Mr. E. He as absently took a little bite, then quickly spat it out and tossed the bitter fruit into the grass.

Henry had a sudden memory of one summer, many years earlier, when Margaret had come for her usual stay at the Emersons’ home. He had been living there too, as he often did, working as a carpenter and general handy-man in the house and garden in exchange for the peace of his study-hours at a desk in the barn. He was short of money then, and the Emersons were kind to him. Margaret had joined them in July, to Henry’s mild annoyance — she took up all of Mr. E’s best conversation, and seemed as well to make Lidian nervous.

But what he now remembered was something else: her quick look of sympathy that day when Mr. E had folded some coins in a paper and shoved it at him through the breakfast cups. It was called a “loan” but was really a gift; she knew so; she also knew that Henry must have needed it, and that he hated to receive it in front of her. The next week, she had bought two poems of his for The Dial — poems he knew for a certainty she did not like, he could tell well enough — and paid him more than he supposed poems usually merited. He angrily questioned her “charity,” she as angrily insisted it was nothing of the kind, and if he thought it was charity, well, he could give it to a charitable cause. So he did; the ten dollars she had paid him he gave to the First Parish Church fund for the new steeple.

“Since then,” said Margaret, who liked to repeat her own jokes, “I always think of you when I hear the bell. The Dial paid the toll.”

It was a hard thing to need money, to have to ask for it. It might also be a hard thing to give it; but Mr. E and Greeley and the others had not, in this case, done that particular hard thing.

The light was low and the shadows long when they arrived at the back door of the Emersons’ house. Henry did not go inside, and he took his old friend’s hand in his.

“It was right that she should come home,” said Henry. “It’s contrary for any American to live in Europe. She needed to come home.” He meant those words; he was not lying. But he held some other words back.

Mr. E rubbed again at his face, making the skin ruddy and disarranging his side-whiskers, and heavily climbed the back steps. Henry found that he was not able to tell him about what he had discovered on Fire Island. Emerson was a man with money to give or not to give. He and Margaret were mice who darted for crumbs.
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The family finished the move into the new house. Two horses and a sledge were hired to drag the last heavy pieces: Henry’s work-table, Mother’s stove, the storage bins, and the wardrobes. Henry was to have the attic to himself, but neither of its doors was large enough for his enormous ancient table. He had to saw off the legs first and then, with two other men helping, he and Father carried up the top. He then installed some hardware screws in the legs, and Anne helped him twist the legs back into the augered holes he had made in the top. He fretted the entire time about the danger of the wood top splitting, as it was very old cherry — and his sister as always was patient. She swept up the shavings into her hand as he re-drilled one of the holes. He did not look up from his work when he told her he had something to show her from his trip.

The table was up, the wood had not cracked, the legs were steady. They pushed it into place under the west window. Then Henry hoisted the crate onto the table and pried off the top slats as Anne collected into a tidy pile the confetti of straw that fluttered out. She held up a piece with drooping seeds that bobbed like a feather.

“It’s called sand-oats,” said Henry. “It covers the dunes.”

First came out the present of the new box of paints, not only small blocks of water-colors, but plump packets of powder for mixing with oil as well, including a new white called “Clear White,” Indian Yellow, and Persian Green.

“Lovely! Oh, Henny!”

“You said you wanted to learn oil techniques — here’s a little book about mixing the oils and making the palette, and painting on proper canvases. I can stretch some for you on frames if you like.”

Then some shells, several of the skate’s egg-sacs he had promised — they looked like enormous black beetles with horns on both ends — and drift-wood, sea-polished stones, sea-gull feathers, and smelly pieces of kelp came out of the crate. There was still something large under the straw, which Henry now gently swept off with his hand. He pulled the large box out.

It was a lap-desk, made of pine or some other deal-wood, with blonde fruit-wood veneer badly damaged. A green square of tooled leather, held down by dimpled bronze carpet tacks, had cracked and peeled away in strips from the slant top; the bronze latch was loose because, Henry explained, a picker had pried it open with a knife. As Anne looked over his shoulder, he lifted the lid: inside was a spilt-out bottle of brownish ink and a huge stain, like dried blood, that covered the bottom of the desk box. A pen with its nib missing, the cork to the ink bottle, some blotting scraps, a button, a litter of sand and shells, and several drawing-pins rattled about. And there was a well-stained pile of manuscript pages, covered in large writing.

Carefully, she reached in and picked up the pages — the bottom sheaf stuck to the wood, and as she pulled it up, it tore slightly and left a smudged shadow of paper. It seemed that all these were pages of a letter, a private letter, addressed to “Sophie.” At the very top, in urgent block letters, was written: IF FOUND, THIS LETTER IS FOR SOPHIA HAWTHORNE IN CONCORD MASSACHUSETTS. M.F. OSSOLI. Similar printing was partly visible through the ink stain on the bottom page as well: DEAR SOPHIE, THE SHIP [BLOT] IF [BLOT] TOW [BLOT] PRAY MY NINO [BLOT] NOT FRIGHT [BLOT]. 18 JU [BLOT] LO [BLOT] M.

“Have you read it?” she asked her brother.

“No, how can you ask? It’s for Mrs. Hawthorne.”

She placed the papers carefully back in the desk. “It says ‘Concord’ — she must not have known they moved to the Berkshire hills. Did Miss Fuller write to you, ever, from Europe?”

“Once or twice. I have the last one here — I just got it out of my piles of papers yesterday.”

It was dated June of 1849. “Rome was under siege by French troops when she wrote this,” said Henry as he handed it to her.


Dear Henry,

Horace has sent me 3 of the 5 installments in Sartain’s Union Magazine of your astonishing account of hiking the woods in the north & climbing magnificent Ktaadn. It is likely he sent me all 5, tho’ I received but 3; the mail here is frightfully uneven because of the war — or, I should say, wars, as they arise across the Continent. (We have hopes yet for Poland!) I hear in your voice the voice of home, the voice of the pine-trees themselves, in these sentences — they are a thrilling testament to your deepest soul, to what you call the Wild. There is an altogether different mood here, dear Henry, the chaos of hope turned to despair & betrayal. All is going very badly with the Revolution as you know if you read my dispatches. We are under daily bombardment, & the spectre of death is everywhere. But we cannot lose faith in the rising star of Liberty, calling to the Good Wildness within us all — Wild Liberty that answers from soul to soul, that will knit us into a better, voluntary society of free men & women. I hear so little news of home — Mr E has not written once since his visit last year to England, when he did not venture south to see me, after all — & I miss you all & the peace & concord of Concord. But my spirit has found its sphere of action, its call to witness. Please, please, dear Henry, write to me & give me your news. In haste, Your sincere friend,

MF



“I didn’t write back,” said Henry. “I was cross with her about not understanding. About the Wild. She was always mis-using my words and the words of others, bending them to her own meanings.”

“Something no one else has ever done.”

“Well yes, of course — I can’t think why it irked me so.”

“It’s all right, Henry.” Anne touched the lines of writing on the page delicately. “I like her hand. It’s so grand and forceful! Not the least bit lady-like, I’m afraid.”

“She was short-sighted. I think that’s why she wrote such a large hand.”

Anne held up Henry’s letter next to the one in the desk. “A letter is a very live thing, isn’t it?”

“When I went over to see Jove, the day I came home, I meant to talk to him about the desk and the letter to Mrs. Hawthorne. Somehow I thought he might like to deliver the letter and visit the Hawthornes with me.”

“I could go! I want to see the mountains —”

“But I never even told him about this letter. It was strange. I couldn’t.”

He told Anne about Emerson’s planned “Memoirs” and also about the money that had never been sent to the Ossolis.

“Were they punishing her?” Anne asked.

“I don’t think so. They wanted her to come home. We all wanted that.”

“Indeed. I’m afraid I don’t see why.” Anne was surprised to find herself taking Miss Fuller’s part. “No one wanted her to marry an Italian, so they wouldn’t want to meet him either, would they?”

“They wanted everything to be proper — up to standard. It would be best for the child,” said Henry.

“He was an Italian child, wouldn’t he be best living in Italy?”

“He was also American. All Americans are best living here.”

She rubbed the tabby’s head, those two almost-bald spots in front of her ears. A purr rumbled out, but then Anne clutched the cat so close she struggled and jumped free with a squawk.

“Can I go with you to see the Hawthornes?”

“I need to write to them first.”

Henry wrote the letter that day. It was another week before the reply arrived.

In that week, at a picnic, Anne decided which of the two farming brothers she preferred: It was Thomas, the elder. She said nothing to Mother or Sissy, but she did tell Dolly Allan.

“How do you know you like him best?”

“He is going to have the farm when his father dies, and Henry likes talking to him about threshers and rotation and all the advanced ideas for farming. He admires Henry and he is the only person I’ve ever seen Henry explain his pencil inventions to — the ground plumbago, you know, for printing. Henry says Thomas is a ‘coming man.’ He also likes my drawings.”

“I don’t suppose he’s at all handsome.”

“So he is! You know he is! And he smells wonderful.”

“Annie!”

“He does — like hay and burnt toast. And sometimes peppermint.”


Lenox, 18th August ’50.

My dear Henry,

Glad as we must always be to hear from you, this occasion tests even that felicity. Mrs. Hawthorne has been saddened by the death of “La Signora Ossoli,” as have I. We offer up our condoling to the crêpe and grosgrain of mourning in which all Concord doubtless has draped herself since the news of her daughter’s final fall.

However, that is “as far as it goes” — as the good pig farmer who lives down the road says. This Berkshire Hog will not go a-snuffling in the dirt to snout out scrips and scraps.

To put it plainly: Neither my wife nor I has any wish to receive, and most certainly will not read, the letter you describe. Do oblige me by disposing of it in the nearest stove. I can only wish you had not troubled to fish it out from the sea.

Do you think me harsh? No doubt you do not know the worst of what we know, of her irregular life, in Italy and before. In our days in Concord, she was merely a Transcendental heifer, and tho’ we were fond of her as one of our own and endured her posturings as those of a sister, the wide world showed her for what she truly was. There was a Jew in New York who made her his mistress, on good authority. As for Italy, you all may trick up as a legitimate, even aristocratic, marriage and family this disgraceful business, of a bastard child fathered on her by an Italian rowdy with a fantastic name, but I shall not join you. She would have done better to have gone over to Rome entirely and entered a nunnery. Foolish Ophelia.

Thrice in recent months I have been obliged to intercept letters from that woman to my wife. With her permission — and her tender heart made her give it at first with difficulty — I have destroyed them unread.

When next I hear from you, I hope it will be on a topic more inclined to foster our mutual friendship. By all means visit our hovel in the hills, provided you come empty-handed.

N. Hawthorne



“My goodness,” Anne said. “This is a shocking thing.” She handed the letter back to her brother. “I suppose he also means to be amusing. But I don’t understand. Surely Miss Fuller was their friend?”

“I don’t know,” he said miserably. “She was their friend, once — I thought they were all quite taken with one another. I often don’t understand these things. I thought she admired his writing, even to excess. Whatever could she have said, or done? I know that he is an anti-revolutionist, but I am surprised that he would let a difference of opinion affect an old friendship.…”

“Mother says he is actually opposed to Abolition!”

“It’s not so simple,” Henry said. “Hawthorne despises slavery, just as he despises tyranny, but he also despairs. He thinks revolutions and Abolition are doomed enterprises — get rid of one form of slavery, and another will take its place — and so he mocks us all for hoping.”

“What will you do with the letter?”

“What he says — get rid of it,” said Henry.

“But it is addressed to her, and she does not say that.”

“I suppose I could send it, and let him do what he likes —”

The Canary-bird’s cage hung in the attic’s east window. Anne poked a finger in, preened the bird’s head, and let it gnaw the finger delicately.

“What he likes may not be what she likes,” she said, “and in any case obviously he takes charge of their correspondence. I don’t think you should do anything with it now. Maybe in a few years he will soften, or she will write herself and ask for it.”

“I am uncomfortable having it around. It feels like a corpse, or like something stolen.”

“These are her Last Words.” She said it with the capitals.

“She wrote thousands and thousands of words, far too many words, one might say. I don’t want to be burdened, like a ghostly postman. Margaret’s ghost’s postman, I mean.”

“I read Woman in the Nineteenth Century. She does go on, but I thought parts of it were wonderful. ‘Let them be sea-captains, if they will!’ ”

“Do you want to be a sea-captain?” said Henry.

“Certainly not. Ow!” The bird pecked too hard, and she pulled out her finger to suck it. “I want to paint and make botanical drawings and have seven children and when I go on a sea voyage, I hope the captain will be a good strong man who will keep me safe. But I still like that she wrote it. It’s a grand dream.” She wrinkled up her brow, almost comically, and then said, “But that’s a terrible tragic irony, isn’t it, that she was ship-wrecked? And that captain was a man.”

“Women are never logical.” Henry looked at Hawthorne’s letter again, puzzling. “Perhaps she didn’t praise his stories properly, to his way of thinking? He’s thin-skinned, you know. And as he says, he may be be appalled morally by her life.”

“Maybe he was, Mr. Nathan was, a Jew — we all heard of that, but that’s not so bad. I am sure she was not his mistress. Mr. Greeley would never have asked her to write for his paper if she were actually a bad woman!”

Henry smiled at his sister. “I’ll put it away for now. We won’t mention it to anyone. Let’s plan a walk tomorrow — I stored your trousers and hat and the rest of our gear in the shed at the old house. We can go to Fiddler’s Swamp and look for pitcher-plants.” Anne married Thomas Bratcher shortly before Christmas. Their cottage occupied the bottom-land of the Bratcher farm’s big meadow. In hopes of escaping the damp, Anne set up her easel in the attic, but soon found she had little time for painting. The decorations she painted on the walls of the sitting-room clouded over, in a greenish black mould, during that first wet spring and summer — laughing, she and her husband scrubbed the walls down with lime. She was pregnant then, and laughing suited her. She laughed and sang, and even whistled when she was alone fighting the damp, repeatedly sifting the clotted flour, airing their clothes on the fence whenever the sun came through, and firing up the stove even in the worst heat, to keep the plaster from sagging and crumbling off the walls and ceilings.

She was herself as hot as a stove, an engine of heat, and she stayed strong until her final month, as it happened a very warm September. Thomas built a low seat for her by the spring, with a canvas awning, so she could sit in its shade with her feet in the fine sand of the gently bubbling cold water. There, during her final three weeks, she repaired to weep, gently, for the sorrows of the world. Dolly Allan was dying of summer fever on the lungs and Anne was not allowed to visit the sick-bed. Henry no longer talked to her in the old way or called her Annie. He did not ask her to draw and paint his plant and insect collections, and there was no more talk of Anne making illustrations for Dr. Jaeger’s insect encyclopedia. She would never travel anywhere, not to Paris, certainly not to Tahiti. She would be lucky if her life as a farmer’s wife would permit her one trip a year to Boston. Her baby might be still-born, or blind; her husband would cease to love her; Sissy or Mother had said something unkind; a runaway slave had been seized in Boston and sent back to the Carolinas to be hanged; the red calf had sickened and died in the night.

She had two daughters in three years’ time; and then they waited, anxiously, for a son, who arrived at last, as if the wait had been designed to make his arrival the more joyous, a few years later. By then they had moved into the main house, nicely set up on the hill, with Mother Bratcher, now a widow, and a bachelor uncle. Here the walls were elegantly papered. With her children Anne painted flowers and birds and fanciful landscapes on the furniture — except for the dining-room table and chairs, which Mother Bratcher insisted be left alone. In the nursery, she painted the life-cycle of the tadpole-to-frog around one window frame; around the other, that of the Monarch butterfly, with leaves and eggs on the bottom, three of the gaudy waist-coated caterpillars climbing up the left side, their chrysalides, jade green with dots of gold, decorating the top, and the butterflies taking flight along the right.

In these years, on the rare occasions when she and Henry were alone, Anne sometimes asked about the letter in the desk. Henry answered that it was still there, that no one had come for it or asked after it.

What Henry did not tell his sister was that on one occasion curiosity had successfully tempted him to look at the pages. His excuse was that he had been ill. It had been a cold spring, hardly a leaf in bud in April, and the rain was always mixed with snow. In a very heavy sleet, Henry had gone out to work. He liked the rain, he almost even liked it leaking into his boots, when he waded through pastures that had become ponds, and he loved it pouring off the brim of his hat.

A farmer whose fields abutted Emerson’s land in Walden Woods was selling off an additional parcel to the railroad. It was foolish to attempt surveying work in the wet — the steel needles and plates corroded, the plumb lines stretched — but he did it anyway, even knowing he would have to do it again. Henry stood knee-deep in the meadows for two days and then came down with a cough. Teas and broths and bed were his punishment for more than a week, while he lay feverish and dreamy. Once he woke to find the tabby cat stretched out on her back purring beside him. She seemed not the slightest concerned about the Canary-bird, who was chirping so indignantly from her cage in the window that it sounded like yelling. Henry dragged himself over to the bird and threw a cloth over the cage, silencing her, then, faint with the effort, turned back to speak to the cat.

“Oh, Miss Kitty, I feel like the devil.”

The tabby sat up and stared at him, cocking her head slightly. The dream he had just left came rushing back to him, so overwhelmingly that he felt dizzy, laid his head down, and muttered aloud, “Margaret!”

The cat bounced off the bed and went straight to the little lap-desk, where it sat pushed against the wall at one end of the big table. With one light jump, she landed on the narrow flat part of the top and, ever so slightly, lashed her tail.

Henry saw, again, Margaret’s face — his dream of her talking, animated, at some gathering, then the water, water from the meadows, rising and rising, now a monstrous wave, over her face. He stared at the cat.

Slowly, he shuffled over to the lap-desk, weakly picked it up, and weakly shuffled it back to his bed. He re-made his nest in the quilts, this time sitting upright. He placed the desk on his knees. It smelled of salt and that medicinal tang of sea-weed.

Very gingerly, he tugged back the rickety hasp, lifted the lid, and touched the top page with his hand. Margaret was speaking to him, she wanted him to read this.

He bent over the desk, not taking the pages out, and began to read. He read the first page, then set it beside the pile. He began the second page.

A sense of cold dread filled him and recalled him to reality.

He dropped the page and shut the lid, replaced the hasp, and with more energy than before took the desk back and this time shoved it beneath the table and out of sight. Draped in his quilt, he paced the floor and said aloud, “I’m sorry, that was none of my business, I’m so sorry, please forgive me, it will never happen again.”

Reading another person’s letter. And from one woman to another. He was, as well as a sneak, a scoundrel. But Margaret would forgive him, and Mrs. Hawthorne would not know.

He never liked having the desk in his room, but felt no temptation to read the letter again. It might as well have been bound with hoops of steel, and guarded by an angel with a fiery sword. Or something like that, fiery swords rising, spinning like spokes of a wheel from the cold undertow of his dreams.
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