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Dunreath Place 
Roxbury, Massachusetts 
March 1887

 

Gentle Readers,



It was the summer of 1855 when I first began to associate potato cellars with corpses. Dear. That does sound strange, doesn’t it? Especially coming from the famous Miss Louisa May Alcott. But in 1855 I was still the unknown Louy Alcott and I was badly in need of wholesome air, sunshine, and serene days, having spent the previous Boston winter investigating the murder of my close friend Dorothy Wortham and being almost run over by carriages and threatened at knifepoint by a blackmailing valet.

I was twenty-two years old and that sad and dangerous winter had awakened in me pleasant childhood memories of Concord, of racing through meadows, climbing trees and spending entire days out-of-doors, reading and daydreaming—activities impossible to fulfill in the narrow lanes and busy streets of Boston. Moreover, I wished for more time and energy to write. I had sold two “blood and thunder” romance stories under a pen name and a collection of stories for children, Flower Fables, but I had a nagging sense of nonarrival, of not yet writing what was most important for me to write, what only Louisa Alcott could write. There was a name, Josephine, and an image of a tomboyish young woman surrounded by a loving but  difficult family, but I had no more than that. Little Women was still quite a way from its conception.

I remembered that restless time again today, when Sylvia visited. She has grown plump with the years, and looking at her now, with her cane and her several chins and her strict schedule of naps, it is amusing to remember her as she was decades ago, lithe and eager for adventure, my companion in danger.

Perhaps her perceptions of me are similar. I am no longer the unknown, struggling authoress in her chilly and dark attic. I look a bit “the grande dame,” I fear, though my cuffs are still ink-stained.

When Sylvia arrived today she was carrying a package that had been waiting for me downstairs on the hall table.

“It’s from London, Louy.” Sylvia gasped, breathing somewhat heavily from her climb up the stairs. She sat opposite me and leaned forward with such eagerness I thought she might open it herself. The brown package almost disappeared into the folds of her bright green plaid dress. Sylvia has buried two husbands, but refuses to wear black.

“London! Yes, I know the handwriting,” I said, taking the package. “It is from Fanny Kemble. Dear Fanny. There is a letter, and another volume of her memoirs.”

Fanny Kemble, if you are of that group that does not recall names easily, was, in her day, the finest Shakespearean actress on both sides of the Atlantic. She was one of the few of her profession who could play both wicked Lady Macbeth and girlish Juliet with wondrous credibility. To see Fanny onstage, wringing her hands and sobbing,

“Out, damned spot! out, I say . . . Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?” why, that was to know great acting. Especially when she gave us a private enactment of that scene, in Walpole, where there was indeed a considerable quantity of blood in the cellar.

She was a great friend of the family, and one of the joys of my girlhood was to see pretty Fanny standing behind Father, hands on hips or pointing at invisible causes, and perfectly mimicking his expressions and mouth movements as he earnestly expounded on his principles.

“Fanny visited you in Walpole, didn’t she?” asked Sylvia, bringing me back to the present. “I think I remember her there, in that summer of ‘fifty-five. This morning I have been thinking of Walpole, and potatoes.”

I patted Sylvia’s hand with great affection. Only a friend so old, so true, could say, “I have been thinking of potatoes,” and feel confident I would understand exactly what she meant.

“Yes,” I said, reaching for the scissors in my sewing basket. “When we had our little theater.” I cut the string and the brown paper fell away. On top of the volume (so new I could smell that wonderful fragrance of printer’s ink!) was a likeness of Fanny. She looked much the same, except that like Sylvia her chins had multiplied and her hair looked unnaturally colored. I passed the photograph to Sylvia and a moment later the maid arrived with a tea tray. “Four lumps?” I asked Sylvia, picking up the sugar tongs.

“One. I’m trying to be slim. But you are too thin, Louisa,” she said sternly. “You must eat more.” She stirred  her tea and eyed the little cakes beside the white teapot. They had been frosted with pink icing, which I found very disagreeable but Sylvia obviously found tempting.

“I need little,” I protested, “and eat as appetite demands.”

“Not like the old days,” said Sylvia. “Remember those breakfasts you put away in Walpole? Bacon and ham and porridge and toast. Then eggs. You ate like a field hand and stayed slender.”

“Perhaps because I had to eat quickly before Father returned from his morning ramble and found me in the kitchen gorging on forbidden meats.”

We laughed, thinking of Father’s stern vegetarianism and the ruses the rest of the family had used to avoid that strict regimen. Our laughter turned from bright to sad when we also thought of the iniquitous crimes of that strange summer, the sense of loss and waste that accompanies memories of premature death. Sylvia eyed the pink cakes again and looked so wretched that I put one on a plate and handed it to her.

“If you absolutely insist, Louy,” she said, eagerly attacking it with a fork.

Outside the window, past the shoulder frills of Sylvia’s plaid frock, I watched the gardener clear away a thick mass of last year’s leaves from the lavender beds in preparation for spring, and it reminded me of the lavender bed beside the kitchen door in Walpole, New Hampshire, and just steps away from that country garden, the ravine where I ran each morning.

I was revisiting in my memory those granite cliffs, the  clear blue sky with hawks circling overhead, when I heard Sylvia sigh and was brought back to the parlor, to the red plush chairs and carved table and striped wallpaper.

“I can’t quite remember, Louisa. That summer, did you perform your comic scene before or after the body was found in the potato cellar? What a strange place to find a body! I still feel faint when I think of it.” Sylvia shivered.

“It did put us off potatoes for quite a while, as I recall. Another cake?”

“I couldn’t. Well, maybe a small one. Perhaps you should write about that summer in Walpole,” she suggested. “Do you still have your journal from that time?”

I did, but even without my diaries I remembered clearly what I had written about that summer. It was an abbreviated entry, which meant, of course, there was much I did not say. I had written of the ease of the journey and the kindness with which my cousin and uncle greeted me, and of country pleasures and friendly neighbors.

Friendly neighbors, indeed. Except for the occasional murderer.

 

Louisa May Alcott




CHAPTER ONE

The Curtains Are Hung

“IS IT STRAIGHT, Louisa?” asked Sylvia Shattuck, holding a framed watercolor of Kilburn Mountain against the blue sprigged wallpaper of my new parlor. She stood precariously on a footstool, stretching to place the picture over her head against the wall, and displayed to advantage the graceful arm movements and balance achieved during her private lessons with an Italian dancing instructor.

“A little higher on the left corner,” I said, considering. “There. Now it’s perfect.”

We had just swept and dusted the parlor and equipped it largely with leftovers from my cousin Eliza Wells’s amply stocked attic. The two blue brocade settees were of that style known as “worn”; the lace curtains were gently moth-eaten; the thick braided rug had sentimental burn holes from the hearth.

To make up for any deficiencies of decor, Sylvia and I had added jars of wildflowers to the mantel and a special “Abba’s  corner,” consisting of a comfortable chair close to the hearth, a footstool, and a table and lamp, so she could sew and knit in comfort in the evenings.

And because this cottage, given to us rent-free by Abba’s brother-in-law, Benjamin Willis, was soon to hold my beloved family, it did come close to being perfect.

In June of that year I had received a letter from Cousin Eliza and Uncle Benjamin, inviting me to come spend time with them. Yes, he was the unfortunate owner of the already mentioned potato cellar, but I must not rush the story. Pacing is important.

Abba, my mother, had been concerned for me, since in the weeks before, I had endured far too many hours exploring the darker and often dangerous side of family life when large fortunes are at stake. We Alcotts, at that time before our removal to Walpole, lived in a little run-down house on Beacon Hill, though even the rent for that modest residence was becoming difficult to meet. It had been a winter of hard work and frugal vegetable broths.

That day the invitation from Uncle arrived, Abba was cooking potato soup, I’m afraid to say, though I did not yet know the association I would soon make with that vegetable. “I haven’t had a letter from them for years, I believe,” I said. “What can this be about?” I sat on a stool near the stove to warm myself and tore open the envelope. “I have no idea,” said Abba, stirring the pot and looking, to use a phrase, like the cat that swallowed the canary.

The letter was on old shipping letterhead, for Eliza’s father, Benjamin, had done well in that industry before settling in Walpole with his books and various hobbies and family  members. It was also brief. Come visit, my dear, Eliza had scrawled. Fine weather up north, though I understand it’s sodden in Boston. I’ve a litter of kittens for you to play with.

“Does Eliza know my age, Abba?” I asked, looking up.

“She has a houseful of young children and two grown men to care for. I doubt she knows her own age,” Abba said. “But there’s more, Louy. She wrote on the back side, as well.”

I turned the paper over. “It’s a postscript. She says ‘There’s a theater here.’ ” The spidery writing with the arabesque capitals continued. “ ‘The Walpole Amateur Dramatic Company, a flock of young people who would look kindly upon your joining them.’ ”

Abba was humming as she stirred and looked up at the cracked, flaking ceiling.

“You’ve arranged this,” I said, giving her a quick hug.

“You need time away.” With her free hand, Abba sketched a circle in the air that encompassed my household duties, the young students I taught in our parlor to earn money, my baskets of take-in sewing with which I earned a little more money. Father was a philosopher, and while they make for very interesting conversation, philosophers do not provide much leisure time for their offspring.

In my mind, I was already thinking of the plays I would write and help produce with the Walpole Amateur Dramatic Company, for I have always loved the stage. My plays would all be comedies. I’d had enough of tragedy and death.

It would seem, though, that they hadn’t had quite enough of me.

I accepted the invitation with alacrity, believing as I often did in those earlier days that what I most needed was time  away from my beloved family, time alone, to be simply me, not daughter or sister. I thought I wanted privacy, solitude. Indeed, I had risked Father’s impatience by quoting a little too frequently from Charles Dickens’s Bleak House: “I only ask to be free. The butterflies are free.”

“Be a butterfly,” said Abba.

I had tried. But in Walpole I had grown lonely without my family.

And now they were joining me, and Sylvia and I were putting the final touches on the new Alcott parlor. Her voice called me out of my reverie.

“Is it straight?” she asked again. “Maybe another picture over the doorway,” she suggested. “There’s plenty of room for an embroidered motto or something long and narrow.”

I pretended to consider so as not to hurt her feelings, but the answer was no. Sylvia, when she wasn’t with me, lived in her mother’s Commonwealth Avenue mansion amidst a plethora of embroidered mottoes, watercolors, bronze gargoyles, chinoiserie cabinets, and other clutter. When it came to decorating, the Shattuck women did not know when to cease. In that, they were indicative of the times. Abba, however, and my father, Bronson Alcott, the philosopher of Concord, preferred simplicity in their immediate surroundings, less rather than more, so that when one walked into a room one did not feel quite menaced by the many fragile objects lurking within. It was a question of finances as well as aesthetics. The Alcotts could not afford fripperies.

Sylvia read my expression and grinned. “No embroidered mottoes,” she agreed. “No shelves of porcelain shepherdesses. Then we are done. I don’t think I have ever worked this hard.”

“We are done, and your labor will be rewarded,” I promised. I sat on the blue settee and looked around, sensing those other rooms that could not be seen. They were waiting, as was I, for the three-o’clock omnibus that would bring the rest of the Alcotts to Walpole.

I admit, dear reader, to feeling a certain pleasure and even pride, though Father would have disapproved of such a lack of humbleness. The cottage on Main Street was the first house I had ever prepared for habitation without Abba’s guidance. All the while, as I had mopped floors, wiped windows, placed furniture, I had been guided by Abba’s invisible presence, and I was certain she would approve.

This was what a house for the Alcott family must contain: one room with wall-to-wall bookcases for Father, who often forgot to pack his hairbrush but never traveled without at least five trunks of books; a little room with a rented piano for shy Lizzie, who had no ambition other than to master the more difficult Chopin preludes; a mudroom for fifteen-year-old May to contain her paint boxes and smocks; a lady’s room with a desk stocked with writing paper and envelopes for older sister Anna, who had friends in many parts of the country; a sewing room for Abba and myself, since our income often came from that occupation. However, I was on vacation that summer. Flower Fables had earned me forty dollars. Not a fortune, like the fortune that would come many years later, but a goodly sum nonetheless, one that purchased new afternoon dresses for all the Alcott women and allowed me a little more time for my writing.

So, of course, the new household also contained my writing room—no longer in the attic, as in our Beacon Hill house,  but in a little outdoor shed that I shared with a solitary pitchfork and several handsome spiders. My desk was a plank set on two sawhorses; my rug was the graveled floor under my feet. The only decoration was three topsy-turvy umbrellas dangling from the roof to catch the seeping raindrops. The shed was a paradise.

Out of an empty house I had, with Sylvia’s help and Abba’s unseen guidance, created a home.

“There was mention of a reward for my labor,” said Sylvia, sitting on the other settee. Her blond hair had escaped its snood and curled around her face in rascal ringlets; there was a smear of dust on her nose and grime under her nails. Her costume was strange, with a high, tight collar and long bell sleeves that had been trailed through mopping buckets and looked much the worse for wear. Sylvia, when she had arrived the week before, had announced she was now a student of Confucius.

She had quarreled with her mother over her marital status, which remained single despite several proposals; hence her flight to join me in Walpole. She had also become disillusioned with the Roman Catholic faith, abandoned the idea of joining a convent, and now quoted the Chinese philosopher whenever possible.

This moment seemed to offer such a possibility.

She folded her arms in those strange long sleeves and tried to rearrange her face in what she thought was a serene expression. How anyone with such unruly curls and such highly arching brows could achieve serenity was beyond me.

“Confucious said: ‘A greater pleasure it is when friends of congenial minds come from afar to seek you because of your  attainments.’ That’s me, come up from Boston. Will you grant a wish for greater pleasure?”

“As you wish.”

Sylvia’s gaze landed on my dress pocket, from which peeked a corner of white paper. “My reward shall be a reading,” she said. “Is that a new story, Louy?”

“It is.” I took the papers from my pocket and gave them a caress, for luck. “A story about the true nature of woman.”

“Read on,” ordered Sylvia, resting her feet on an ottoman and making herself quite comfortable.

I shook out the paper, which had gotten damp from the mopping activities of the morning. “It is barely begun,” I explained. “But there is a young woman, Kate, who has suffered much adversity and learned to be both strong and independent. She herself describes the ideal woman: ‘I would have her strong enough to stand alone and give, not ask, support. Brave enough to think and act as well as feel. Keen-eyed enough to see her own and others’ faults, and wise enough to find a cure for them. I would have her humble; self-reliant; gentle though strong; man’s companion, not his plaything; able and willing to face storm as well as sunshine and share life’s burdens as they come.’ ”

Sylvia was silent for a while. Then: “I feel quite fatigued from the responsibilities. But it is nicely stated, Louy. Very nicely said.”

A knock sounded on the front door, which caused us both to sit up straighter, alert, since we were expecting no one until the arrival of the omnibus. The front door creaked open. A man’s voice boomed down the hall to where we sat.

“Is anyone at home?”

“In here!” I called back, wondering.

Dr. Peterson Burroughs stuck his long, red nose into the doorway.

“Ah,” he said. “The two young ladies are at home. I have come to see that all is well. Two women alone often encounter difficulties, you know, without a man for guidance and protection. Have you overexerted yourselves? Do you need salts?”

Sylvia’s face was so screwed up with displeasure I almost laughed. She had met Dr. Burroughs once before, in the town square, when he had stopped us with similar statements about the dangers of two young ladies shopping alone, unescorted.

I had more knowledge of the man, as he had been my accidental companion during the train journey from Boston to the depot south of Walpole where the train tracks ended, since the railroad company had not yet finished the line that would connect Walpole with the more southerly cities. Dr. Burroughs was a tall gentleman of some seventy years, dressed in the stern black suit and white stockings of an earlier generation. A shock of white hair sprang out from under his hat, and during that journey his hair had trembled with constant disapproval. “Don’t see why we need trains t’all, t’all; coach do just fine,” he had said over and over.

During that trip, I had restrained from asking why he had journeyed by train, if such were his feelings, and had surmised that his Boston daughter-in-law (the topic of most of his conversation, for according to him she was lazy, ambitious, slatternly, and overly refined, all at once) had wished him a hasty removal to his Walpole daughter-in-law.

He had one wonderful saving grace—many years of experience as a medical examiner. He had assisted in piecing  together the dismembered remains of Dr. George Parkman, who had been murdered by his debtor, Professor John Webster of Harvard Medical College, some nine years before. “I myself found the right thigh,” Dr. Burroughs had told me. “Skinny, you know. The professors at Harvard don’t eat enough to put meat on their bones. These colleges will turn out paupers.”

Dr. Burroughs had talked at great length about the process of reconstructing a corpse as part of the process of finding the murderer, and I had found this even more interesting than the scenery.

We had met in the Walpole town square several times since our concurrent arrivals in that pleasant village, and I had learned to feel some affection for the man, since it seemed no one else cared for his company. He wandered the town square for most hours of the day seeking conversation and rarely finding it.

“Come in, Dr. Burroughs,” I said. “Have a chair and make yourself at home. Would you like a glass of water? I can’t offer tea; we haven’t purchased any yet.”

I hadn’t told Dr. Burroughs that I was moving from Uncle Benjamin Willis’s house to his cottage, to live there with my own family. Yet I should have known Dr. Burroughs would know. Such men—old, unwanted, but still filled with vigor and curiosity—are better at garnering news than the best newspaper reporters.

“Ah.” He took a package from behind his back. “A housewarming.”

I opened the brown paper–wrapped parcel. It contained a box of Ceylon tea, a tin of biscuits, and a cone of sugar.

“Well,” said Sylvia, smiling. “Now we can offer tea.”

“Offer accepted. May I?” He stepped over the threshold into the parlor, making a pantomime of stepping highly as if over a fence, and wobbled a bit, having challenged his sense of balance. Obviously he, unlike Sylvia, had never benefited from an Italian dancing instructor.

I took his arm to steady him and put his coat and hat on a free chair. Sylvia went into the pantry to heat the kettle.

“Your color is good,” he said, sitting on the settee and peering closely into my face.

“I spend much time out of doors,” I said.

“Good, good. Cannot stand those pasty, fragile females. My daughter-in-law seems to think she is more appealing with white powder all over her face.” He sighed heavily at the sins of youth. “Your family arrives today?” he asked. “Good, good. Do not like the thought of young women on their own. It’s an evil world.” He sighed heavily again.

“It is also a beautiful world,” I protested. “Look out the window, Dr. Burroughs, at the mountains. Aren’t they glorious? And Walpole. So friendly, so filled with neighbors looking after neighbors. It is quite a change from Boston, I assure you.”

“Bah,” he said, thumping his walking stick on the floor. “Walpole has gone to the dogs. That railroad line has sent property prices to the sky, and everyone is looking to buy or sell for profit, even the foreign laborers. Time was, a man bought a house and knew his children and his grandchildren and great-grandchildren would grow up in it. Now they buy only to sell later for more money in the bank. Bah. I never.”

Sylvia arrived just then with the tea tray.

“Coming by train, are they?” he asked, changing the topic.

“As far as the depot. They travel often by train,” I said. “At least, Father does.”

“Bah! Trains!” he muttered, thumping his cane again. His beautiful thick white hair, free now of its hat, shook as if a sudden breeze had captured it.

“It is progress.” I poured tea into three only slightly chipped cups. “They say that soon we will be able to travel from Atlantic to Pacific in three weeks or less, and from Walpole to Boston in less than a day.”

“Harrumph. Such speed is not good for the constitution. People will be dropping like flies should that happen. No, a strong horse’s steady pace is as fast as man was designed to travel.” Dr. Burroughs sipped his tea and glowered.

“Think of hot-air balloons,” I said. “Soon we may all fly in the air.”

“It will never happen. In the air, underground. Bah. I suppose you, like other young people, approve all this digging about for fossils and dead elephants. Geology. I never.”

“You mean the mastodon they found nearby in a farmer’s bog last year,” Sylvia corrected.

“I mean that dead elephant.” Dr. Burroughs knitted his brows. I bit my lip to keep from quarreling with him and stared determinedly out the window at the lovely mountains. Who knew what secrets could be found in those hazy peaks and vales, if mastodons could be found in bogs?

A few minutes later the hall clock (also on loan from Benjamin’s daughter, Eliza) chimed two o’clock.

Sylvia cleared her throat. “Shouldn’t we be leaving soon, Louisa?” she asked.

Dr. Burroughs took the hint and rose stiffly from his chair.

“Thank you for the housewarming,” I told him. “I hope you will come again, and meet Mother and Father and my sisters.”

He looked at me somewhat cross-eyed. Obviously it had been so long since he had received an invitation that he didn’t quite know what to say.

“Well,” he muttered, confused. “Well.”

 

 

AT TWO THIRTY, dressed in freshly washed and ironed frocks (Sylvia, unaccustomed to such work, had scorched hers, but the brown patch was covered nicely by a summer shawl), we made our way down Main Street to the central square.

Walpole at that time was a large village of some fifteen hundred souls, twelve thousand sheep, and four hundred horses, perched on a high plain surrounded by the Cold and Connecticut rivers. Main Street ran tidily from north to south and was lined with beautiful old elms and maples, and behind those trees were very handsome residences. Children played at tag or with marbles, being careful to avoid the tidy, brightly planted front gardens of roses, foxglove, and iris that marked the homes. Walpole, with reason, was proud of itself. The town had excellent schools with almost universal literacy, a dozen shops, two shoe manufactories, and one shirt factory. White church spires darted into the cloudless blue  sky, and in the near distance, Kilburn Mountain loomed in hazy shades of lavender and green.

Father, I knew, approved of Walpole in particular and New Hampshire in general.

“It is restful,” agreed Sylvia, reading my thoughts. “And Mother seems so very far away.” For as much as I admired my materfamilias, Sylvia spent much of her time trying to avoid hers.

But then I saw the row of idling men leaning against fences and walls, the burly laborers whose work had been halted because of property disputes. Some of the men and boys spit great gobs of tobacco that made walking a hazard; they all wore the tweed caps and collarless linen tunics that marked the new Irish immigrants.

There was a second group of men farther down the street, men with white-blond hair and wooden clogs: the Dutch workers who had arrived even before the Irish. The two groups shot glances of dislike back and forth, and occasionally one would venture over to shake his fists, mutter an insult, or snarl, before returning to the safety of his own group. It is ever this way, I have observed, that one group of low-wage immigrants will despise the next to come after them; there is a hierarchy of suspicion and employment rivalry.

Each day, when I had walked to the square, I had encountered this same dual grouping, almost identical, with only minor variations of numbers and postures. The ceasing of work on the railroad had thrown many bread earners out of work, and there was unease in lovely Walpole because of this.

I felt Sylvia stiffen next to me as we passed them by; for a  moment their attention focused on us, and I remembered Dr. Burroughs’s words—that women unescorted by men were vulnerable.

“Rubbish,” I said aloud. That made Sylvia laugh, and the moment passed.

The omnibus from the train depot was a little early that afternoon, and Sylvia and I arrived in the square just as my family was alighting from the coach.

I stood and gazed upon them for a moment, delighting in the sight of Abba, with her sensible brown dress and sewing basket dangling from her arm, for she never sat without a piece of mending or darning in her lap; Lizzie, shy and looking a little confused at the commotion, her beautiful long white pianist’s hands fluttering pale in the sun as she retied her bonnet; May, the youngest of Abba’s “Golden Brood,” our pet, dressed in a pink frilled frock and with her bangs curled on her broad forehead; Anna, a grown woman with a hesitant smile and lovely eyes; and Father. Father, with his sharp, noble features, his long, elegant figure, his patched and mended clothes, his air of constant distraction comingling with nobility of the highest degree.

Anna saw me first, gave a little gasp, and opened her arms. I threw myself into them. Soon we were all hugging and exchanging kisses, Father going so far as to kiss Sylvia on the forehead, thinking for a second that she was one of his own. It was a busy market afternoon, and many people in the square tut-tutted at our public affection, but no amount of disapproval could dampen an Alcott reunion.

“Have you many trunks?” I asked. “Uncle Benjamin said he would send his cart for them.”

“I don’t see it,” said Abba, looking around in a worried manner. “There is no cart. And there are more trunks than we can possibly carry.”

“He might have forgotten,” I said. “He is increasingly forgetful.” Now worried myself, I looked at the pile of Alcott trunks, worn and battered things but also heavy with our worldly possessions, and knew there was no way we could transport them to the cottage ourselves. Father alone had four heavy trunks of books and papers.

“Say, you can’t leave those boxes here, in the way,” said a man’s voice. I turned and saw a very tall and gangly man, a veritable Ichabod Crane, with the arrogant eyes and bobbing Adam’s apple of Washington Irving’s schoolteacher, glaring at us. Sheriff Bowman, Walpole’s single officer of the law.

Father extended his hand. “I am Bronson Alcott,” he said hopefully.

“Still can’t leave them things in the way,” said Sheriff Bowman.

“Leave them here,” said a different man’s voice from behind me. Mr. Tupper came out of Tupper’s General Store and gave me a half smile. He had red hair and hazel eyes and a ginger-colored walrus mustache above his lip. His white apron was stained pale green with pickle juice. “Didn’t mean to startle you, Miss Alcott,” he said. “Passengers can leave packages here for pickup later. Charge is a nickel a day for storage.”

I had met Mr. Tupper already on several occasions; he ran the Whig store, and my cousin Eliza Wells had given me stern orders to shop there, not at the Democrat store, or I would make trouble for her family. Walpole was very firm on those lines and more divided in politics than any other issue.

Though he, like other Whigs, was an antislaver, I had no fondness for Mr. Tupper; he overpriced his goods and was often rude. Political morality is well and good, but one must uphold principles in mundane matters as well. Charity begins at home.

However, we had no choice but to accept his offer for trunk storage, though the charge was excessive. I gave him a nickel from my bag, and Mr. Tupper and his boy began carrying our trunks off the sidewalk and into his store.

“Do put it down gently,” I called to him as he disappeared through the door of Tupper’s General Store with a trunk May had packed for me as well. I had traveled to Walpole without my skirt hoop. Comfortable reader, if you wonder why I did such a thing you have obviously never sat for long periods of travel in a hoop skirt, which is somewhat like a clothy balloon but not tied at the ankles, thankfully. May, however, had been so mortified by my lack of stylishness she had packed the hoop into its case and brought it.

“The case is old and fragile . . .” I called to the store’s interior.

Too late. There was a loud thud.

Obviously Mr. Tupper had never had to deal with crinolines and hoop skirts which, once wrongly bent, are never the same again.

 

 

HALF AN HOUR later we had returned to the cottage that Sylvia and I had prepared. I held my breath and pushed open the door. Abba entered first, then Anna, Lizzie, May, and Father.

They looked around in curious amazement at their new home.

Suddenly I saw the cottage, and my own work in it, through Abba’s eyes. The windows were still streaky; the curtains in the dining room were lopsided. I had chosen the wrong rug to lay between the blue silk settees.

But Abba turned to me with glistening eyes and enfolded me in her embrace once again.

“You have made us a castle,” she said. “It is perfect and beautiful.”

I remembered the reading I had given Sylvia earlier in the day, about the ideal true woman. I realized then that I had been describing Abba.

“What is that house next door, Louy?” asked May, curious. “Have they girls my age? Do they have afternoon parties?”

“I have not met the people,” I told her. “They seem to be away.”

“It is a big house,” said May, impressed. “And look, there is lace at every window. They must be very wealthy. I do hope we’ll be friends.”

Not too friendly, I thought. I had so much writing I wished to accomplish, and overly friendly neighbors can be such a distraction.

“We are going to have a lovely summer,” I told my family. “All calmness and quiet.”
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