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				I

				The Re­turn

			
			There was some­thing about the coast town of Dun­net which made it seem more at­trac­tive than oth­er mar­itime vil­lages of east­ern Maine. Per­haps it was the sim­ple fact of ac­quain­tance with that neigh­bor­hood which made it so at­tach­ing, and gave such in­ter­est to the rocky shore and dark woods, and the few hous­es which seemed to be se­cure­ly wedged and tree-nailed in among the ledges by the Land­ing. These hous­es made the most of their sea­ward view, and there was a gayety and de­ter­mined flow­er­i­ness in their bits of gar­den ground; the small-paned high win­dows in the peaks of their steep gables were like know­ing eyes that watched the har­bor and the far sea-line be­yond, or looked north­ward all along the shore and its back­ground of spruces and bal­sam firs. When one re­al­ly knows a vil­lage like this and its sur­round­ings, it is like be­com­ing ac­quaint­ed with a sin­gle per­son. The process of fall­ing in love at first sight is as fi­nal as it is swift in such a case, but the growth of true friend­ship may be a life­long af­fair.

			Af­ter a first brief vis­it made two or three sum­mers be­fore in the course of a yacht­ing cruise, a lover of Dun­net Land­ing re­turned to find the un­changed shores of the point­ed firs, the same quaint­ness of the vil­lage with its elab­o­rate con­ven­tion­al­i­ties; all that mix­ture of re­mote­ness, and child­ish cer­tain­ty of be­ing the cen­tre of civ­i­liza­tion of which her af­fec­tion­ate dreams had told. One evening in June, a sin­gle pas­sen­ger land­ed up­on the steam­boat wharf. The tide was high, there was a fine crowd of spec­ta­tors, and the younger por­tion of the com­pa­ny fol­lowed her with sub­dued ex­cite­ment up the nar­row street of the salt-aired, white-clap­board­ed lit­tle town.

		
	
		
			
				II

				Mrs. Todd

			
			Lat­er, there was on­ly one fault to find with this choice of a sum­mer lodg­ing-place, and that was its com­plete lack of seclu­sion. At first the tiny house of Mrs. Almi­ra Todd, which stood with its end to the street, ap­peared to be re­tired and shel­tered enough from the busy world, be­hind its bushy bit of a green gar­den, in which all the bloom­ing things, two or three gay hol­ly­hocks and some Lon­don-pride, were pushed back against the gray-shin­gled wall. It was a queer lit­tle gar­den and puz­zling to a stranger, the few flow­ers be­ing put at a dis­ad­van­tage by so much green­ery; but the dis­cov­ery was soon made that Mrs. Todd was an ar­dent lover of herbs, both wild and tame, and the sea-breezes blew in­to the low end-win­dow of the house laden with not on­ly sweet­bri­er and sweet-mary, but balm and sage and bor­age and mint, worm­wood and south­ern­wood. If Mrs. Todd had oc­ca­sion to step in­to the far cor­ner of her herb plot, she trod heav­i­ly up­on thyme, and made its fra­grant pres­ence known with all the rest. Be­ing a very large per­son, her full skirts brushed and bent al­most ev­ery slen­der stalk that her feet missed. You could al­ways tell when she was step­ping about there, even when you were half awake in the morn­ing, and learned to know, in the course of a few weeks’ ex­pe­ri­ence, in ex­act­ly which cor­ner of the gar­den she might be.

			At one side of this herb plot were oth­er growths of a rus­tic phar­ma­copoeia, great trea­sures and rar­i­ties among the com­mon­er herbs. There were some strange and pun­gent odors that roused a dim sense and re­mem­brance of some­thing in the for­got­ten past. Some of these might once have be­longed to sa­cred and mys­tic rites, and have had some oc­cult knowl­edge hand­ed with them down the cen­turies; but now they per­tained on­ly to hum­ble com­pounds brewed at in­ter­vals with mo­lasses or vine­gar or spir­its in a small caul­dron on Mrs. Todd’s kitchen stove. They were dis­pensed to suf­fer­ing neigh­bors, who usu­al­ly came at night as if by stealth, bring­ing their own an­cient-look­ing vials to be filled. One nos­trum was called the In­di­an rem­e­dy, and its price was but fif­teen cents; the whis­pered di­rec­tions could be heard as cus­tomers passed the win­dows. With most reme­dies the pur­chas­er was al­lowed to de­part un­ad­mon­ished from the kitchen, Mrs. Todd be­ing a wise saver of steps; but with cer­tain vials she gave cau­tions, stand­ing in the door­way, and there were oth­er dos­es which had to be ac­com­pa­nied on their heal­ing way as far as the gate, while she mut­tered long chap­ters of di­rec­tions, and kept up an air of se­cre­cy and im­por­tance to the last. It may not have been on­ly the com­mon aids of hu­man­i­ty with which she tried to cope; it seemed some­times as if love and hate and jeal­ousy and ad­verse winds at sea might al­so find their prop­er reme­dies among the cu­ri­ous wild-look­ing plants in Mrs. Todd’s gar­den.

			The vil­lage doc­tor and this learned herbal­ist were up­on the best of terms. The good man may have count­ed up­on the un­fa­vor­able ef­fect of cer­tain po­tions which he should find his op­por­tu­ni­ty in coun­ter­act­ing; at any rate, he now and then stopped and ex­changed greet­ings with Mrs. Todd over the pick­et fence. The con­ver­sa­tion be­came at once pro­fes­sion­al af­ter the briefest pre­lim­i­nar­ies, and he would stand twirling a sweet-scent­ed sprig in his fin­gers, and make sug­ges­tive jokes, per­haps about her faith in a too per­sis­tent course of thor­ough­wort elixir, in which my land­la­dy pro­fessed such firm be­lief as some­times to en­dan­ger the life and use­ful­ness of wor­thy neigh­bors.

			To ar­rive at this qui­etest of sea­side vil­lages late in June, when the busy herb-gath­er­ing sea­son was just be­gin­ning, was al­so to ar­rive in the ear­ly prime of Mrs. Todd’s ac­tiv­i­ty in the brew­ing of old-fash­ioned spruce beer. This cool­ing and re­fresh­ing drink had been brought to won­der­ful per­fec­tion through a long se­ries of ex­per­i­ments; it had won im­mense lo­cal fame, and the sup­plies for its man­u­fac­ture were al­ways giv­ing out and hav­ing to be re­plen­ished. For var­i­ous rea­sons, the seclu­sion and un­in­ter­rupt­ed days which had been looked for­ward to proved to be very rare in this oth­er­wise de­light­ful cor­ner of the world. My host­ess and I had made our shrewd busi­ness agree­ment on the ba­sis of a sim­ple cold lun­cheon at noon, and lib­er­al resti­tu­tion in the mat­ter of hot sup­pers, to pro­vide for which the lodger might some­times be seen hur­ry­ing down the road, late in the day, with cun­ner line in hand. It was soon found that this ar­range­ment made large al­lowance for Mrs. Todd’s slow herb-gath­er­ing pro­gress­es through woods and pas­tures. The spruce-beer cus­tomers were pret­ty steady in hot weath­er, and there were many de­mands for dif­fer­ent sooth­ing syrups and elixirs with which the un­wise cu­rios­i­ty of my ear­ly res­i­dence had made me ac­quaint­ed. Know­ing Mrs. Todd to be a wid­ow, who had lit­tle be­side this slen­der busi­ness and the in­come from one hun­gry lodger to main­tain her, one’s en­er­gies and even in­ter­est were quick­ly be­stowed, un­til it be­came a mat­ter of course that she should go afield ev­ery pleas­ant day, and that the lodger should an­swer all peremp­to­ry knocks at the side door.

			In tak­ing an oc­ca­sion­al wis­dom-giv­ing stroll in Mrs. Todd’s com­pa­ny, and in act­ing as busi­ness part­ner dur­ing her fre­quent ab­sences, I found the Ju­ly days fly fast, and it was not un­til I felt my­self con­front­ed with too great pride and plea­sure in the dis­play, one night, of two dol­lars and twen­ty-sev­en cents which I had tak­en in dur­ing the day, that I re­mem­bered a long piece of writ­ing, sad­ly be­lat­ed now, which I was bound to do. To have been pat­ted kind­ly on the shoul­der and called “dar­lin’,” to have been of­fered a sur­prise of ear­ly mush­rooms for sup­per, to have had all the glo­ry of mak­ing two dol­lars and twen­ty-sev­en cents in a sin­gle day, and then to re­nounce it all and with­draw from these pleas­ant suc­cess­es, need­ed much res­o­lu­tion. Lit­er­ary em­ploy­ments are so vexed with un­cer­tain­ties at best, and it was not un­til the voice of con­science sound­ed loud­er in my ears than the sea on the near­est peb­ble beach that I said un­kind words of with­draw­al to Mrs. Todd. She on­ly be­came more wist­ful­ly af­fec­tion­ate than ev­er in her ex­pres­sions, and looked as dis­ap­point­ed as I ex­pect­ed when I frankly told her that I could no longer en­joy the plea­sure of what we called “seein’ folks.” I felt that I was cru­el to a whole neigh­bor­hood in cur­tail­ing her lib­er­ty in this most im­por­tant sea­son for har­vest­ing the dif­fer­ent wild herbs that were so much count­ed up­on to ease their win­ter ails.

			“Well, dear,” she said sor­row­ful­ly, “I’ve took great ad­van­tage o’ your bein’ here. I ain’t had such a sea­son for years, but I have nev­er had no­body I could so trust. All you lack is a few qual­i­ties, but with time you’d gain judg­ment an’ ex­pe­ri­ence, an’ be very able in the busi­ness. I’d stand right here an’ say it to any­body.”

			Mrs. Todd and I were not sep­a­rat­ed or es­tranged by the change in our busi­ness re­la­tions; on the con­trary, a deep­er in­ti­ma­cy seemed to be­gin. I do not know what herb of the night it was that used some­times to send out a pen­e­trat­ing odor late in the evening, af­ter the dew had fall­en, and the moon was high, and the cool air came up from the sea. Then Mrs. Todd would feel that she must talk to some­body, and I was on­ly too glad to lis­ten. We both fell un­der the spell, and she ei­ther stood out­side the win­dow, or made an er­rand to my sit­ting-room, and told, it might be very com­mon­place news of the day, or, as hap­pened one misty sum­mer night, all that lay deep­est in her heart. It was in this way that I came to know that she had loved one who was far above her.

			“No, dear, him I speak of could nev­er think of me,” she said. “When we was young to­geth­er his moth­er didn’t fa­vor the match, an’ done ev­ery­thing she could to part us; and folks thought we both mar­ried well, but’t wa’n’t what ei­ther one of us want­ed most; an’ now we’re left alone again, an’ might have had each oth­er all the time. He was above bein’ a sea­farin’ man, an’ pros­pered more than most; he come of a high fam­i­ly, an’ my lot was plain an’ hard-workin’. I ain’t seen him for some years; he’s for­got our youth­ful feel­in’s, I ex­pect, but a wom­an’s heart is dif­fer­ent; them feel­in’s comes back when you think you’ve done with ’em, as sure as spring comes with the year. An’ I’ve al­ways had ways of hearin’ about him.”

			She stood in the cen­tre of a braid­ed rug, and its rings of black and gray seemed to cir­cle about her feet in the dim light. Her height and mas­sive­ness in the low room gave her the look of a huge sibyl, while the strange fra­grance of the mys­te­ri­ous herb blew in from the lit­tle gar­den.

		
	
		
			
				III

				The School­house

			
			For some days af­ter this, Mrs. Todd’s cus­tomers came and went past my win­dows, and, hay­ing-time be­ing near­ly over, strangers be­gan to ar­rive from the in­land coun­try, such was her wide­spread rep­u­ta­tion. Some­times I saw a pale young crea­ture like a white wind­flow­er left over in­to mid­sum­mer, up­on whose face con­sump­tion had set its bright and wist­ful mark; but of­ten­er two stout, hard-worked wom­en from the farms came to­geth­er, and de­tailed their symp­toms to Mrs. Todd in loud and cheer­ful voic­es, com­bin­ing the sat­is­fac­tions of a friend­ly gos­sip with the med­i­cal op­por­tu­ni­ty. They seemed to give much from their own store of ther­a­peu­tic learn­ing. I be­came aware of the school in which my land­la­dy had strength­ened her nat­u­ral gift; but hers was al­ways the gov­ern­ing mind, and the fi­nal com­mand, “Take of hy’sop one hand­ful” (or what­ev­er herb it was), was re­ceived in re­spect­ful si­lence. One af­ter­noon, when I had lis­tened—it was im­pos­si­ble not to lis­ten, with cot­ton­less ears—and then laughed and lis­tened again, with an idle pen in my hand, dur­ing a par­tic­u­lar­ly spir­it­ed and per­son­al con­ver­sa­tion, I reached for my hat, and, tak­ing blot­ting-book and all un­der my arm, I res­o­lute­ly fled fur­ther temp­ta­tion, and walked out past the fra­grant green gar­den and up the dusty road. The way went straight up­hill, and present­ly I stopped and turned to look back.

			The tide was in, the wide har­bor was sur­round­ed by its dark woods, and the small wood­en hous­es stood as near as they could get to the land­ing. Mrs. Todd’s was the last house on the way in­land. The gray ledges of the rocky shore were well cov­ered with sod in most places, and the pas­ture bay­ber­ry and wild ros­es grew thick among them. I could see the high­er in­land coun­try and the scat­tered farms. On the brink of the hill stood a lit­tle white school­house, much wind­blown and weath­er-beat­en, which was a land­mark to seago­ing folk; from its door there was a most beau­ti­ful view of sea and shore. The sum­mer va­ca­tion now pre­vailed, and af­ter find­ing the door un­fas­tened, and tak­ing a long look through one of the sea­ward win­dows, and re­flect­ing af­ter­ward for some time in a shady place near by among the bay­ber­ry bush­es, I re­turned to the chief place of busi­ness in the vil­lage, and, to the amuse­ment of two of the se­lect­men, broth­ers and au­to­crats of Dun­net Land­ing, I hired the school­house for the rest of the va­ca­tion for fifty cents a week.

			Self­ish as it may ap­pear, the re­tired sit­u­a­tion seemed to pos­sess great ad­van­tages, and I spent many days there quite undis­turbed, with the sea-breeze blow­ing through the small, high win­dows and sway­ing the heavy out­side shut­ters to and fro. I hung my hat and lun­cheon-bas­ket on an en­try nail as if I were a small schol­ar, but I sat at the teach­er’s desk as if I were that great au­thor­i­ty, with all the timid emp­ty bench­es in rows be­fore me. Now and then an idle sheep came and stood for a long time look­ing in at the door. At sun­down I went back, feel­ing most busi­nesslike, down to­ward the vil­lage again, and usu­al­ly met the fla­vor, not of the herb gar­den, but of Mrs. Todd’s hot sup­per, half­way up the hill. On the nights when there were evening meet­ings or oth­er pub­lic ex­er­cis­es that de­mand­ed her pres­ence we had tea very ear­ly, and I was wel­comed back as if from a long ab­sence.

			Once or twice I feigned ex­cus­es for stay­ing at home, while Mrs. Todd made dis­tant ex­cur­sions, and came home late, with both hands full and a heav­i­ly laden apron. This was in pen­ny­roy­al time, and when the rare lo­belia was in its prime and the ele­cam­pane was com­ing on. One day she ap­peared at the school­house it­self, part­ly out of amused cu­rios­i­ty about my in­dus­tries; but she ex­plained that there was no tan­sy in the neigh­bor­hood with such snap to it as some that grew about the school­house lot. Be­ing scuffed down all the spring made it grow so much the bet­ter, like some folks that had it hard in their youth, and were bound to make the most of them­selves be­fore they died.

		
	
		
			
				IV

				At the School­house Win­dow

			
			One day I reached the school­house very late, ow­ing to at­ten­dance up­on the fu­ner­al of an ac­quain­tance and neigh­bor, with whose sad de­cline in health I had been fa­mil­iar, and whose last days both the doc­tor and Mrs. Todd had tried in vain to ease. The ser­vices had tak­en place at one o’clock, and now, at quar­ter past two, I stood at the school­house win­dow, look­ing down at the pro­ces­sion as it went along the low­er road close to the shore. It was a walk­ing fu­ner­al, and even at that dis­tance I could rec­og­nize most of the mourn­ers as they went their solemn way. Mrs. Begg had been very much re­spect­ed, and there was a large com­pa­ny of friends fol­low­ing to her grave. She had been brought up on one of the neigh­bor­ing farms, and each of the few times that I had seen her she pro­fessed great dis­sat­is­fac­tion with town life. The peo­ple lived too close to­geth­er for her lik­ing, at the Land­ing, and she could not get used to the con­stant sound of the sea. She had lived to lament three sea­far­ing hus­bands, and her house was dec­o­rat­ed with West In­di­an cu­riosi­ties, spec­i­mens of conch shells and fine coral which they had brought home from their voy­ages in lum­ber-laden ships. Mrs. Todd had told me all our neigh­bor’s his­to­ry. They had been girls to­geth­er, and, to use her own phrase, had “both seen trou­ble till they knew the best and worst on ’t.” I could see the sor­row­ful, large fig­ure of Mrs. Todd as I stood at the win­dow. She made a break in the pro­ces­sion by walk­ing slow­ly and keep­ing the af­ter-part of it back. She held a hand­ker­chief to her eyes, and I knew, with a pang of sym­pa­thy, that hers was not af­fect­ed grief.

			Be­side her, af­ter much dif­fi­cul­ty, I rec­og­nized the one strange and un­re­lat­ed per­son in all the com­pa­ny, an old man who had al­ways been mys­te­ri­ous to me. I could see his thin, bend­ing fig­ure. He wore a nar­row, long-tailed coat and walked with a stick, and had the same “cant to lee­ward” as the wind-bent trees on the height above.

			This was Cap­tain Lit­tlepage, whom I had seen on­ly once or twice be­fore, sit­ting pale and old be­hind a closed win­dow; nev­er out of doors un­til now. Mrs. Todd al­ways shook her head grave­ly when I asked a ques­tion, and said that he wasn’t what he had been once, and seemed to class him with her oth­er se­crets. He might have be­longed with a sim­ple which grew in a cer­tain slug-haunt­ed cor­ner of the gar­den, whose use she could nev­er be be­trayed in­to telling me, though I saw her cut­ting the tops by moon­light once, as if it were a charm, and not a medicine, like the great fad­ing blood­root leaves.

			I could see that she was try­ing to keep pace with the old cap­tain’s lighter steps. He looked like an aged grasshop­per of some strange hu­man va­ri­ety. Be­hind this pair was a short, im­pa­tient, lit­tle per­son, who kept the cap­tain’s house, and gave it what Mrs. Todd and oth­ers be­lieved to be no prop­er sort of care. She was usu­al­ly called “that Mari’ Har­ris” in sub­dued con­ver­sa­tion be­tween in­ti­mates, but they treat­ed her with anx­ious ci­vil­i­ty when they met her face to face.

			The bay-shel­tered is­lands and the great sea be­yond stretched away to the far hori­zon south­ward and east­ward; the lit­tle pro­ces­sion in the fore­ground looked fu­tile and help­less on the edge of the rocky shore. It was a glo­ri­ous day ear­ly in Ju­ly, with a clear, high sky; there were no clouds, there was no noise of the sea. The song spar­rows sang and sang, as if with joy­ous knowl­edge of im­mor­tal­i­ty, and con­tempt for those who could so pet­ti­ly con­cern them­selves with death. I stood watch­ing un­til the fu­ner­al pro­ces­sion had crept round a shoul­der of the slope be­low and dis­ap­peared from the great land­scape as if it had gone in­to a cave.

			An hour lat­er I was busy at my work. Now and then a bee blun­dered in and took me for an en­e­my; but there was a use­ful stick up­on the teach­er’s desk, and I rapped to call the bees to or­der as if they were un­ruly schol­ars, or waved them away from their ri­ots over the ink, which I had bought at the Land­ing store, and dis­cov­ered to be scent­ed with berg­amot, as if to re­fresh the labors of anx­ious scribes. One anx­ious scribe felt very dull that day; a sheep-bell tin­kled near by, and called her wan­der­ing wits af­ter it. The sen­tences failed to catch these love­ly sum­mer ca­dences. For the first time I be­gan to wish for a com­pan­ion and for news from the out­er world, which had been, half un­con­scious­ly, for­got­ten. Watch­ing the fu­ner­al gave one a sort of pain. I be­gan to won­der if I ought not to have walked with the rest, in­stead of hur­ry­ing away at the end of the ser­vices. Per­haps the Sun­day gown I had put on for the oc­ca­sion was mak­ing this dis­as­trous change of feel­ing, but I had now made my­self and my friends re­mem­ber that I did not re­al­ly be­long to Dun­net Land­ing.

			I sighed, and turned to the half-writ­ten page again.

		
	
		
			
				V

				Cap­tain Lit­tlepage

			
			It was a long time af­ter this; an hour was very long in that coast town where noth­ing stole away the short­est minute. I had lost my­self com­plete­ly in work, when I heard foot­steps out­side. There was a steep foot­path be­tween the up­per and the low­er road, which I climbed to short­en the way, as the chil­dren had taught me, but I be­lieved that Mrs. Todd would find it in­ac­ces­si­ble, un­less she had oc­ca­sion to seek me in great haste. I wrote on, feel­ing like a be­sieged miser of time, while the foot­steps came near­er, and the sheep-bell tin­kled away in haste as if some­one had shak­en a stick in its wear­er’s face. Then I looked, and saw Cap­tain Lit­tlepage pass­ing the near­est win­dow; the next mo­ment he tapped po­lite­ly at the door.

			“Come in, sir,” I said, ris­ing to meet him; and he en­tered, bow­ing with much cour­tesy. I stepped down from the desk and of­fered him a chair by the win­dow, where he seat­ed him­self at once, be­ing sad­ly spent by his climb. I re­turned to my fixed seat be­hind the teach­er’s desk, which gave him the low­er place of a schol­ar.

			“You ought to have the place of hon­or, Cap­tain Lit­tlepage,” I said.

			
				
					“A hap­py, ru­ral seat of var­i­ous views,”
				

			

			he quot­ed, as he gazed out in­to the sun­shine and up the long wood­ed shore. Then he glanced at me, and looked all about him as pleased as a child.

			“My quo­ta­tion was from Par­adise Lost: the great­est of po­ems, I sup­pose you know?” and I nod­ded. “There’s noth­ing that ranks, to my mind, with Par­adise Lost; it’s all lofty, all lofty,” he con­tin­ued. “Shake­speare was a great po­et; he copied life, but you have to put up with a great deal of low talk.”

			I now re­mem­bered that Mrs. Todd had told me one day that Cap­tain Lit­tlepage had over­set his mind with too much read­ing; she had al­so made dark ref­er­ence to his hav­ing “spells” of some un­ex­plain­able na­ture. I could not help won­der­ing what er­rand had brought him out in search of me. There was some­thing quite charm­ing in his ap­pear­ance: it was a face thin and del­i­cate with re­fine­ment, but worn in­to ap­peal­ing lines, as if he had suf­fered from lone­li­ness and mis­ap­pre­hen­sion. He looked, with his care­ful pre­ci­sion of dress, as if he were the ob­ject of cher­ish­ing care on the part of el­der­ly un­mar­ried sis­ters, but I knew Mari’ Har­ris to be a very com­mon­place, in­el­e­gant per­son, who would have no such stan­dards; it was plain that the cap­tain was his own at­ten­tive valet. He sat look­ing at me ex­pec­tant­ly. I could not help think­ing that, with his queer head and length of thin­ness, he was made to hop along the road of life rather than to walk. The cap­tain was very grave in­deed, and I bade my in­ward spir­it keep close to dis­cre­tion.

			“Poor Mrs. Begg has gone,” I ven­tured to say. I still wore my Sun­day gown by way of show­ing re­spect.

			“She has gone,” said the cap­tain—“very easy at the last, I was in­formed; she slipped away as if she were glad of the op­por­tu­ni­ty.”

			I thought of the Count­ess of Car­ber­ry, and felt that his­to­ry re­peat­ed it­self.

			“She was one of the old stock,” con­tin­ued Cap­tain Lit­tlepage, with touch­ing sin­cer­i­ty. “She was very much looked up to in this town, and will be missed.”

			I won­dered, as I looked at him, if he had sprung from a line of min­is­ters; he had the re­fine­ment of look and air of com­mand which are the her­itage of the old ec­cle­si­as­ti­cal fam­i­lies of New Eng­land. But as Dar­win says in his au­to­bi­og­ra­phy, “there is no such king as a sea-cap­tain; he is greater even than a king or a school­mas­ter!”

			Cap­tain Lit­tlepage moved his chair out of the wake of the sun­shine, and still sat look­ing at me. I be­gan to be very ea­ger to know up­on what er­rand he had come.

			“It may be found out some o’ these days,” he said earnest­ly. “We may know it all, the next step; where Mrs. Begg is now, for in­stance. Cer­tain­ty, not con­jec­ture, is what we all de­sire.”

			“I sup­pose we shall know it all some day,” said I.

			“We shall know it while yet be­low,” in­sist­ed the cap­tain, with a flush of im­pa­tience on his thin cheeks. “We have not looked for truth in the right di­rec­tion. I know what I speak of; those who have laughed at me lit­tle know how much rea­son my ideas are based up­on.” He waved his hand to­ward the vil­lage be­low. “In that hand­ful of hous­es they fan­cy that they com­pre­hend the uni­verse.”

			I smiled, and wait­ed for him to go on.

			“I am an old man, as you can see,” he con­tin­ued, “and I have been a ship­mas­ter the greater part of my life—forty-three years in all. You may not think it, but I am above eighty years of age.”

			He did not look so old, and I has­tened to say so.

			“You must have left the sea a good many years ago, then, Cap­tain Lit­tlepage?” I said.

			“I should have been ser­vice­able at least five or six years more,” he an­swered. “My ac­quain­tance with cer­tain—my ex­pe­ri­ence up­on a cer­tain oc­ca­sion, I might say, gave rise to prej­u­dice. I do not mind telling you that I chanced to learn of one of the great­est dis­cov­er­ies that man has ev­er made.”

			Now we were ap­proach­ing dan­ger­ous ground, but a sud­den sense of his suf­fer­ings at the hands of the ig­no­rant came to my help, and I asked to hear more with all the def­er­ence I re­al­ly felt. A swal­low flew in­to the school­house at this mo­ment as if a king­bird were af­ter it, and beat it­self against the walls for a minute, and es­caped again to the open air; but Cap­tain Lit­tlepage took no no­tice what­ev­er of the flur­ry.

			“I had a valu­able car­go of gen­er­al mer­chan­dise from the Lon­don docks to Fort Churchill, a sta­tion of the old com­pa­ny on Hud­son’s Bay,” said the cap­tain earnest­ly. “We were de­layed in lad­ing, and baf­fled by head winds and a heavy tum­bling sea all the way north-about and across. Then the fog kept us off the coast; and when I made port at last, it was too late to de­lay in those north­ern wa­ters with such a ves­sel and such a crew as I had. They cared for noth­ing, and idled me in­to a fit of sick­ness; but my first mate was a good, ex­cel­lent man, with no more idea of be­ing frozen in there un­til spring than I had, so we made what speed we could to get clear of Hud­son’s Bay and off the coast. I owned an eighth of the ves­sel, and he owned a six­teenth of her. She was a full-rigged ship, called the Min­er­va, but she was get­ting old and leaky. I meant it should be my last v’y’ge in her, and so it proved. She had been an ex­cel­lent ves­sel in her day. Of the cow­ards aboard her I can’t say so much.”

			“Then you were wrecked?” I asked, as he made a long pause.

			“I wa’n’t caught astern o’ the lighter by any fault of mine,” said the cap­tain gloomi­ly. “We left Fort Churchill and run out in­to the Bay with a light pair o’ heels; but I had been vexed to death with their red-tape rig­ging at the com­pa­ny’s of­fice, and chilled with stayin’ on deck an’ tryin’ to hur­ry up things, and when we were well out o’ sight o’ land, headin’ for Hud­son’s Straits, I had a bad turn o’ some sort o’ fever, and had to stay be­low. The days were get­ting short, and we made good runs, all well on board but me, and the crew done their work by dint of hard driv­ing.”

			I be­gan to find this un­ex­pect­ed nar­ra­tive a lit­tle dull. Cap­tain Lit­tlepage spoke with a kind of slow cor­rect­ness that lacked the long­shore high fla­vor to which I had grown used; but I lis­tened re­spect­ful­ly while he ex­plained the winds hav­ing be­come con­trary, and talked on in a drea­ry sort of way about his voy­age, the bad weath­er, and the dis­ad­van­tages he was un­der in the light­ness of his ship, which bounced about like a chip in a buck­et, and would not an­swer the rud­der or prop­er­ly re­spond to the most care­ful set­ting of sails.

			“So there we were blowin’ along any­ways,” he com­plained; but look­ing at me at this mo­ment, and see­ing that my thoughts were un­kind­ly wan­der­ing, he ceased to speak.

			“It was a hard life at sea in those days, I am sure,” said I, with re­dou­bled in­ter­est.

			“It was a dog’s life,” said the poor old gen­tle­man, quite re­as­sured, “but it made men of those who fol­lowed it. I see a change for the worse even in our own town here; full of loafers now, small and poor as ’tis, who once would have fol­lowed the sea, ev­ery lazy soul of ’em. There is no oc­cu­pa­tion so fit for just that class o’ men who nev­er get be­yond the fo’cas’le. I view it, in ad­di­tion, that a com­mu­ni­ty nar­rows down and grows dread­ful ig­no­rant when it is shut up to its own af­fairs, and gets no knowl­edge of the out­side world ex­cept from a cheap, un­prin­ci­pled news­pa­per. In the old days, a good part o’ the best men here knew a hun­dred ports and some­thing of the way folks lived in them. They saw the world for them­selves, and like’s not their wives and chil­dren saw it with them. They may not have had the best of knowl­edge to car­ry with ’em sight-seein’, but they were some ac­quaint­ed with for­eign lands an’ their laws, an’ could see out­side the bat­tle for town clerk here in Dun­net; they got some sense o’ pro­por­tion. Yes, they lived more dig­ni­fied, and their hous­es were bet­ter with­in an’ with­out. Ship­ping’s a ter­ri­ble loss to this part o’ New Eng­land from a so­cial point o’ view, ma’am.”

			“I have thought of that my­self,” I re­turned, with my in­ter­est quite awak­ened. “It ac­counts for the change in a great many things—the sad dis­ap­pear­ance of sea-cap­tains—doesn’t it?”

			“A ship­mas­ter was apt to get the habit of read­ing,” said my com­pan­ion, bright­en­ing still more, and tak­ing on a most touch­ing air of un­re­serve. “A cap­tain is not ex­pect­ed to be fa­mil­iar with his crew, and for com­pa­ny’s sake in dull days and nights he turns to his book. Most of us old ship­mas­ters came to know ’most ev­ery­thing about some­thing; one would take to readin’ on farm­ing top­ics, and some were great on medicine—but Lord help their poor crews!—or some were all for his­to­ry, and now and then there’d be one like me that gave his time to the po­ets. I was well ac­quaint­ed with a ship­mas­ter that was all for bees an’ bee­keepin’; and if you met him in port and went aboard, he’d sit and talk a ter­ri­ble while about their havin’ so much in­for­ma­tion, and the mon­ey that could be made out of keepin’ ’em. He was one of the smartest cap­tains that ev­er sailed the seas, but they used to call the New­cas­tle, a great bark he com­mand­ed for many years, Tut­tle’s bee­hive. There was old Cap’n Jame­son: he had no­tions of Solomon’s Tem­ple, and made a very hand­some lit­tle mod­el of the same, right from the Scrip­ture mea­sure­ments, same’s oth­er sailors make lit­tle ships and de­sign new tricks of rig­ging and all that. No, there’s noth­ing to take the place of ship­ping in a place like ours. These bi­cy­cles of­fend me dread­ful­ly; they don’t af­ford no re­al op­por­tu­ni­ties of ex­pe­ri­ence such as a man gained on a voy­age. No: when folks left home in the old days they left it to some pur­pose, and when they got home they stayed there and had some pride in it. There’s no large-mind­ed way of think­ing now: the worst have got to be best and rule ev­ery­thing; we’re all turned up­side down and go­ing back year by year.”

			“Oh no, Cap­tain Lit­tlepage, I hope not,” said I, try­ing to soothe his feel­ings.

			There was a si­lence in the school­house, but we could hear the noise of the wa­ter on a beach be­low. It sound­ed like the strange warn­ing wave that gives no­tice of the turn of the tide. A late gold­en robin, with the most joy­ful and ea­ger of voic­es, was singing close by in a thick­et of wild ros­es.

		
	
		
			
				VI

				The Wait­ing Place

			
			“How did you man­age with the rest of that rough voy­age on the Min­er­va?” I asked.

			“I shall be glad to ex­plain to you,” said Cap­tain Lit­tlepage, for­get­ting his griev­ances for the mo­ment. “If I had a map at hand I could ex­plain bet­ter. We were driv­en to and fro ’way up to­ward what we used to call Par­ry’s Dis­cov­er­ies, and lost our bear­ings. It was thick and fog­gy, and at last I lost my ship; she drove on a rock, and we man­aged to get ashore on what I took to be a bar­ren is­land, the few of us that were left alive. When she first struck, the sea was some­what calmer than it had been, and most of the crew, against or­ders, manned the long­boat and put off in a hur­ry, and were nev­er heard of more. Our own boat up­set, but the car­pen­ter kept him­self and me above wa­ter, and we drift­ed in. I had no strength to call up­on af­ter my re­cent fever, and laid down to die; but he found the tracks of a man and dog the sec­ond day, and got along the shore to one of those far mis­sion­ary sta­tions that the Mora­vians sup­port. They were very poor them­selves, and in dis­tress; ’twas a use­less place. There were but few Es­ki­mo left in that re­gion. There we re­mained for some time, and I be­came ac­quaint­ed with strange events.”

			The cap­tain lift­ed his head and gave me a ques­tion­ing glance. I could not help notic­ing that the dulled look in his eyes had gone, and there was in­stead a clear in­tent­ness that made them seem dark and pierc­ing.

			“There was a sup­ply ship ex­pect­ed, and the pas­tor, an ex­cel­lent Chris­tian man, made no doubt that we should get pas­sage in her. He was hop­ing that or­ders would come to break up the sta­tion; but ev­ery­thing was un­cer­tain, and we got on the best we could for a while. We fished, and helped the peo­ple in oth­er ways; there was no oth­er way of pay­ing our debts. I was tak­en to the pas­tor’s house un­til I got bet­ter; but they were crowd­ed, and I felt my­self in the way, and made ex­cuse to join with an old sea­man, a Scotch­man, who had built him a warm cab­in, and had room in it for an­oth­er. He was looked up­on with re­gard, and had stood by the pas­tor in some trou­bles with the peo­ple. He had been on one of those Eng­lish ex­plor­ing par­ties that found one end of the road to the north pole, but nev­er could find the oth­er. We lived like dogs in a ken­nel, or so you’d thought if you had seen the hut from the out­side; but the main thing was to keep warm; there were piles of bird-skins to lie on, and he’d made him a good bunk, and there was an­oth­er for me. ’Twas dread­ful drea­ry wait­in’ there; we be­gun to think the sup­ply steam­er was lost, and my poor ship broke up and strewed her­self all along the shore. We got to watch­ing on the head­lands; my men and me knew the peo­ple were short of sup­plies and had to pinch them­selves. It ought to read in the Bible, ‘Man can­not live by fish alone,’ if they’d told the truth of things; ’taint bread that wears the worst on you! First part of the time, old Gaffett, that I lived with, seemed speech­less, and I didn’t know what to make of him, nor he of me, I dare say; but as we got ac­quaint­ed, I found he’d been through more dis­as­ters than I had, and had trou­bles that wa’n’t go­ing to let him live a great while. It used to ease his mind to talk to an un­der­stand­ing per­son, so we used to sit and talk to­geth­er all day, if it rained or blew so that we couldn’t get out. I’d got a bad blow on the back of my head at the time we came ashore, and it pained me at times, and my strength was bro­ken, any­way; I’ve nev­er been so able since.”

			Cap­tain Lit­tlepage fell in­to a rever­ie.

			“Then I had the good of my read­ing,” he ex­plained present­ly. “I had no books; the pas­tor spoke but lit­tle Eng­lish, and all his books were for­eign; but I used to say over all I could re­mem­ber. The old po­ets lit­tle knew what com­fort they could be to a man. I was well ac­quaint­ed with the works of Mil­ton, but up there it did seem to me as if Shake­speare was the king; he has his sea terms very ac­cu­rate, and some beau­ti­ful pas­sages were calm­ing to the mind. I could say them over un­til I shed tears; there was noth­ing beau­ti­ful to me in that place but the stars above and those pas­sages of verse.

			“Gaffett was al­ways brood­ing and brood­ing, and talk­ing to him­self; he was afraid he should nev­er get away, and it preyed up­on his mind. He thought when I got home I could in­ter­est the sci­en­tif­ic men in his dis­cov­ery: but they’re all tak­en up with their own no­tions; some didn’t even take pains to an­swer the let­ters I wrote. You ob­serve that I said this crip­pled man Gaffett had been shipped on a voy­age of dis­cov­ery. I now tell you that the ship was lost on its re­turn, and on­ly Gaffett and two of­fi­cers were saved off the Green­land coast, and he had knowl­edge lat­er that those men nev­er got back to Eng­land; the brig they shipped on was run down in the night. So no oth­er liv­ing soul had the facts, and he gave them to me. There is a strange sort of a coun­try ’way up north be­yond the ice, and strange folks liv­ing in it. Gaffett be­lieved it was the next world to this.”

			“What do you mean, Cap­tain Lit­tlepage?” I ex­claimed. The old man was bend­ing for­ward and whis­per­ing; he looked over his shoul­der be­fore he spoke the last sen­tence.

			“To hear old Gaffett tell about it was some­thing aw­ful,” he said, go­ing on with his sto­ry quite steadi­ly af­ter the mo­ment of ex­cite­ment had passed. “ ’Twas first a tale of dogs and sledges, and cold and wind and snow. Then they be­gun to find the ice grow rot­ten; they had been frozen in, and got in­to a cur­rent flow­ing north, far up be­yond Fox Chan­nel, and they took to their boats when the ship got crushed, and this warm cur­rent took them out of sight of the ice, and in­to a great open sea; and they still fol­lowed it due north, just the very way they had planned to go. Then they struck a coast that wasn’t laid down or chart­ed, but the cliffs were such that no boat could land un­til they found a bay and struck across un­der sail to the oth­er side where the shore looked low­er; they were scant of pro­vi­sions and out of wa­ter, but they got sight of some­thing that looked like a great town. ‘For God’s sake, Gaffett!’ said I, the first time he told me. ‘You don’t mean a town two de­grees far­ther north than ships had ev­er been?’ for he’d got their course marked on an old chart that he’d pieced out at the top; but he in­sist­ed up­on it, and told it over and over again, to be sure I had it straight to car­ry to those who would be in­ter­est­ed. There was no snow and ice, he said, af­ter they had sailed some days with that warm cur­rent, which seemed to come right from un­der the ice that they’d been pinched up in and had been cross­ing on foot for weeks.”

			“But what about the town?” I asked. “Did they get to the town?”

			“They did,” said the cap­tain, “and found in­hab­i­tants; ’twas an aw­ful con­di­tion of things. It ap­peared, as near as Gaffett could ex­press it, like a place where there was nei­ther liv­ing nor dead. They could see the place when they were ap­proach­ing it by sea pret­ty near like any town, and thick with habi­ta­tions; but all at once they lost sight of it al­to­geth­er, and when they got close in­shore they could see the shapes of folks, but they nev­er could get near them—all blow­ing gray fig­ures that would pass along alone, or some­times gath­ered in com­pa­nies as if they were watch­ing. The men were fright­ened at first, but the shapes nev­er came near them—it was as if they blew back; and at last they all got bold and went ashore, and found birds’ eggs and sea fowl, like any wild north­ern spot where crea­tures were tame and folks had nev­er been, and there was good wa­ter. Gaffett said that he and an­oth­er man came near one o’ the fog-shaped men that was go­ing along slow with the look of a pack on his back, among the rocks, an’ they chased him; but, Lord! he flit­tered away out o’ sight like a leaf the wind takes with it, or a piece of cob­web. They would make as if they talked to­geth­er, but there was no sound of voic­es, and ‘they act­ed as if they didn’t see us, but on­ly felt us com­ing to­wards them,’ says Gaffett one day, try­ing to tell the par­tic­u­lars. They couldn’t see the town when they were ashore. One day the cap­tain and the doc­tor were gone till night up across the high land where the town had seemed to be, and they came back at night beat out and white as ash­es, and wrote and wrote all next day in their note­books, and whis­pered to­geth­er full of ex­cite­ment, and they were sharp-spo­ken with the men when they of­fered to ask any ques­tions.

			“Then there came a day,” said Cap­tain Lit­tlepage, lean­ing to­ward me with a strange look in his eyes, and whis­per­ing quick­ly. “The men all swore they wouldn’t stay any longer; the man on watch ear­ly in the morn­ing gave the alarm, and they all put off in the boat and got a lit­tle way out to sea. Those folks, or what­ev­er they were, come about ’em like bats; all at once they raised in­ces­sant armies, and come as if to drive ’em back to sea. They stood thick at the edge o’ the wa­ter like the ridges o’ grim war; no thought o’ flight, none of re­treat. Some­times a stand­ing fight, then soar­ing on main wing tor­ment­ed all the air. And when they’d got the boat out o’ reach o’ dan­ger, Gaffett said they looked back, and there was the town again, stand­ing up just as they’d seen it first, comin’ on the coast. Say what you might, they all be­lieved ’twas a kind of wait­ing-place be­tween this world an’ the next.”

			The cap­tain had sprung to his feet in his ex­cite­ment, and made ex­cit­ed ges­tures, but he still whis­pered huski­ly.

			“Sit down, sir,” I said as qui­et­ly as I could, and he sank in­to his chair quite spent.

			“Gaffett thought the of­fi­cers were hur­ry­ing home to re­port and to fit out a new ex­pe­di­tion when they were all lost. At the time, the men got or­ders not to talk over what they had seen,” the old man ex­plained present­ly in a more nat­u­ral tone.

			“Weren’t they all starv­ing, and wasn’t it a mi­rage or some­thing of that sort?” I ven­tured to ask. But he looked at me blankly.

			“Gaffett had got so that his mind ran on noth­ing else,” he went on. “The ship’s sur­geon let fall an opin­ion to the cap­tain, one day, that ’twas some con­di­tion o’ the light and the mag­net­ic cur­rents that let them see those folks. ’Twa’n’t a right-feel­ing part of the world, any­way; they had to bat­tle with the com­pass to make it serve, an’ ev­ery­thing seemed to go wrong. Gaffett had worked it out in his own mind that they was all com­mon ghosts, but the con­di­tions were un­usu­al fa­vor­able for see­ing them. He was al­ways talk­ing about the Ge’graph­i­cal So­ci­ety, but he nev­er took prop­er steps, as I viewed it now, and stayed right there at the mis­sion. He was a good deal crip­pled, and thought they’d con­fine him in some jail of a hos­pi­tal. He said he was wait­ing to find the right men to tell, some­body bound north. Once in a while they stopped there to leave a mail or some­thing. He was set in his no­tions, and let two or three prop­er ex­plorin’ ex­pe­di­tions go by him be­cause he didn’t like their looks; but when I was there he had got rest­less, fearin’ he might be tak­en away or some­thing. He had all his di­rec­tions writ­ten out straight as a string to give the right ones. I want­ed him to trust ’em to me, so I might have some­thing to show, but he wouldn’t. I sup­pose he’s dead now. I wrote to him an’ I done all I could. ’Twill be a great ex­ploit some o’ these days.”

			I as­sent­ed ab­sent­mind­ed­ly, think­ing more just then of my com­pan­ion’s alert, de­ter­mined look and the sea­far­ing, ready as­pect that had come to his face; but at this mo­ment there fell a sud­den change, and the old, pa­thet­ic, schol­ar­ly look re­turned. Be­hind me hung a map of North Amer­i­ca, and I saw, as I turned a lit­tle, that his eyes were fixed up­on the north­ern­most re­gions and their care­ful re­cent out­lines with a look of be­wil­der­ment.

		
	
		
			
				VII

				The Out­er Is­land

			
			Gaffett with his good bunk and the bird-skins, the sto­ry of the wreck of the Min­er­va, the hu­man-shaped crea­tures of fog and cob­web, the great words of Mil­ton with which he de­scribed their on­slaught up­on the crew, all this mov­ing tale had such an air of truth that I could not ar­gue with Cap­tain Lit­tlepage. The old man looked away from the map as if it had vague­ly trou­bled him, and re­gard­ed me ap­peal­ing­ly.

			“We were just speak­ing of”—and he stopped. I saw that he had sud­den­ly for­got­ten his sub­ject.

			“There were a great many per­sons at the fu­ner­al,” I has­tened to say.

			“Oh yes,” the cap­tain an­swered, with sat­is­fac­tion. “All showed re­spect who could. The sad cir­cum­stances had for a mo­ment slipped my mind. Yes, Mrs. Begg will be very much missed. She was a cap­i­tal man­ag­er for her hus­band when he was at sea. Oh yes, ship­ping is a very great loss.” And he sighed heav­i­ly. “There was hard­ly a man of any stand­ing who didn’t in­ter­est him­self in some way in nav­i­ga­tion. It al­ways gave cred­it to a town. I call it low-wa­ter mark now here in Dun­net.”

			He rose with dig­ni­ty to take leave, and asked me to stop at his house some day, when he would show me some out­landish things that he had brought home from sea. I was fa­mil­iar with the sub­ject of the deca­dence of ship­ping in­ter­ests in all its af­fect­ing branch­es, hav­ing been al­ready some time in Dun­net, and I felt sure that Cap­tain Lit­tlepage’s mind had now re­turned to a safe lev­el.

			As we came down the hill to­ward the vil­lage our ways di­vid­ed, and when I had seen the old cap­tain well start­ed on a smooth piece of side­walk which would lead him to his own door, we part­ed, the best of friends. “Step in some af­ter­noon,” he said, as af­fec­tion­ate­ly as if I were a fel­low-ship­mas­ter wrecked on the lee shore of age like him­self. I turned to­ward home, and present­ly met Mrs. Todd com­ing to­ward me with an anx­ious ex­pres­sion.

			“I see you sleevin’ the old gen­tle­man down the hill,” she sug­gest­ed.

			“Yes. I’ve had a very in­ter­est­ing af­ter­noon with him,” I an­swered, and her face bright­ened.

			“Oh, then he’s all right. I was afraid ’twas one o’ his flighty spells, an’ Mari’ Har­ris wouldn’t”—

			“Yes,” I re­turned, smil­ing, “he has been telling me some old sto­ries, but we talked about Mrs. Begg and the fu­ner­al be­side, and Par­adise Lost.”

			“I ex­pect he got tellin’ of you some o’ his great nar­ra­tives,” she an­swered, look­ing at me shrewd­ly. “Fu­ner­als al­ways sets him goin’. Some o’ them tales hangs to­geth­er tol­er’ble well,” she added, with a sharp­er look than be­fore. “An’ he’s been a great read­er all his sea­farin’ days. Some thinks he over­did, and af­fect­ed his head, but for a man o’ his years he’s amazin’ now when he’s at his best. Oh, he used to be a beau­ti­ful man!”

			We were stand­ing where there was a fine view of the har­bor and its long stretch­es of shore all cov­ered by the great army of the point­ed firs, dark­ly cloaked and stand­ing as if they wait­ed to em­bark. As we looked far sea­ward among the out­er is­lands, the trees seemed to march sea­ward still, go­ing steadi­ly over the heights and down to the wa­ter’s edge.

			It had been grow­ing gray and cloudy, like the first evening of au­tumn, and a shad­ow had fall­en on the dark­en­ing shore. Sud­den­ly, as we looked, a gleam of gold­en sun­shine struck the out­er is­lands, and one of them shone out clear in the light, and re­vealed it­self in a com­pelling way to our eyes. Mrs. Todd was look­ing off across the bay with a face full of af­fec­tion and in­ter­est. The sun­burst up­on that out­er­most is­land made it seem like a sud­den rev­e­la­tion of the world be­yond this which some be­lieve to be so near.

			“That’s where moth­er lives,” said Mrs. Todd. “Can’t we see it plain? I was brought up out there on Green Is­land. I know ev­ery rock an’ bush on it.”

			“Your moth­er!” I ex­claimed, with great in­ter­est.

			“Yes, dear, cert’in; I’ve got her yet, old’s I be. She’s one of them spry, light-foot­ed lit­tle wom­en; al­ways was, an’ light­heart­ed, too,” an­swered Mrs. Todd, with sat­is­fac­tion. “She’s seen all the trou­ble folks can see, with­out it’s her last sick­ness; an’ she’s got a word of courage for ev­ery­body. Life ain’t spoilt her a mite. She’s eighty-six an’ I’m six­ty-sev­en, and I’ve seen the time I’ve felt a good sight the old­est. ‘Land sakes alive!’ says she, last time I was out to see her. ‘How you do lurch about step­pin’ in­to a bo’t?’ I laughed so I liked to have gone right over in­to the wa­ter; an’ we pushed off, an’ left her laugh­in’ there on the shore.”

			The light had fad­ed as we watched. Mrs. Todd had mount­ed a gray rock, and stood there grand and ar­chi­tec­tural, like a cary­atide. Present­ly she stepped down, and we con­tin­ued our way home­ward.

			“You an’ me, we’ll take a bo’t an’ go out some day and see moth­er,” she promised me. “ ’Twould please her very much, an’ there’s one or two sca’ce herbs grows bet­ter on the is­land than any­where else. I ain’t seen their like nowheres here on the main.”

			“Now I’m goin’ right down to get us each a mug o’ my beer,” she an­nounced as we en­tered the house, “an’ I be­lieve I’ll sneak in a lit­tle mite o’ camomile. Goin’ to the fu­ner­al an’ all, I feel to have had a very wearin’ af­ter­noon.”

			I heard her go­ing down in­to the cool lit­tle cel­lar, and then there was con­sid­er­able de­lay. When she re­turned, mug in hand, I no­ticed the taste of camomile, in spite of my protest; but its fla­vor was dis­guised by some oth­er herb that I did not know, and she stood over me un­til I drank it all and said that I liked it.

			“I don’t give that to ev­ery­body,” said Mrs. Todd kind­ly; and I felt for a mo­ment as if it were part of a spell and in­can­ta­tion, and as if my en­chantress would now be­gin to look like the cob­web shapes of the arc­tic town. Noth­ing hap­pened but a qui­et evening and some de­light­ful plans that we made about go­ing to Green Is­land, and on the mor­row there was the clear sun­shine and blue sky of an­oth­er day.

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				Green Is­land

			
			One morn­ing, very ear­ly, I heard Mrs. Todd in the gar­den out­side my win­dow. By the un­usu­al loud­ness of her re­marks to a passer­by, and the notes of a fa­mil­iar hymn which she sang as she worked among the herbs, and which came as if di­rect­ed pur­pose­ly to the sleepy ears of my con­scious­ness, I knew that she wished I would wake up and come and speak to her.

			In a few min­utes she re­spond­ed to a morn­ing voice from be­hind the blinds. “I ex­pect you’re goin’ up to your school­house to pass all this pleas­ant day; yes, I ex­pect you’re goin’ to be dread­ful busy,” she said de­spair­ing­ly.

			“Per­haps not,” said I. “Why, what’s go­ing to be the mat­ter with you, Mrs. Todd?” For I sup­posed that she was tempt­ed by the fine weath­er to take one of her fa­vorite ex­pe­di­tions along the shore pas­tures to gath­er herbs and sim­ples, and would like to have me keep the house.

			“No, I don’t want to go nowhere by land,” she an­swered gay­ly—“no, not by land; but I don’t know’s we shall have a bet­ter day all the rest of the sum­mer to go out to Green Is­land an’ see moth­er. I waked up ear­ly thinkin’ of her. The wind’s light north­east—’twill take us right straight out, an’ this time o’ year it’s li­able to change round south­west an’ fetch us home pret­ty, ’long late in the af­ter­noon. Yes, it’s goin’ to be a good day.”

			“Speak to the cap­tain and the Bow­den boy, if you see any­body go­ing by to­ward the land­ing,” said I. “We’ll take the big boat.”

			“Oh, my sakes! now you let me do things my way,” said Mrs. Todd scorn­ful­ly. “No, dear, we won’t take no big bo’t. I’ll just git a handy do­ry, an’ John­ny Bow­den an’ me, we’ll man her our­selves. I don’t want no abler bo’t than a good do­ry, an’ a nice light breeze ain’t goin’ to make no sea; an’ John­ny’s my cousin’s son—moth­er’ll like to have him come; an’ he’ll be down to the her­rin’ weirs all the time we’re there, any­way; we don’t want to car­ry no men folks havin’ to be con­sid­ered ev­ery minute an’ takin’ up all our time. No, you let me do; we’ll just slip out an’ see moth­er by our­selves. I guess what break­fast you’ll want’s about ready now.”

			I had be­come well ac­quaint­ed with Mrs. Todd as land­la­dy, herb-gath­er­er, and rus­tic philoso­pher; we had been dis­creet fel­low-pas­sen­gers once or twice when I had sailed up the coast to a larg­er town than Dun­net Land­ing to do some shop­ping; but I was yet to be­come ac­quaint­ed with her as a mariner. An hour lat­er we pushed off from the land­ing in the de­sired do­ry. The tide was just on the turn, be­gin­ning to fall, and sev­er­al friends and ac­quain­tances stood along the side of the di­lap­i­dat­ed wharf and cheered us by their words and ev­i­dent in­ter­est. John­ny Bow­den and I were both row­ing in haste to get out where we could catch the breeze and put up the small sail which lay clum­si­ly furled along the gun­wale. Mrs. Todd sat aft, a stern and un­bend­ing law­giv­er.

			“You bet­ter let her drift; we’ll get there ’bout as quick; the tide’ll take her right out from un­der these old buildin’s; there’s plen­ty wind out­side.”

			“Your bo’t ain’t trimmed prop­er, Mis’ Todd!” ex­claimed a voice from shore. “You’re lo’ded so the bo’t’ll drag; you can’t git her be­fore the wind, ma’am. You set ’mid­ships, Mis’ Todd, an’ let the boy hold the sheet ’n’ steer af­ter he gits the sail up; you won’t nev­er git out to Green Is­land that way. She’s lo’ded bad, your bo’t is—she’s heavy be­hind’s she is now!”

			Mrs. Todd turned with some dif­fi­cul­ty and re­gard­ed the anx­ious ad­vis­er, my right oar flew out of wa­ter, and we seemed about to cap­size. “That you, Asa? Good-mornin’,” she said po­lite­ly. “I al’ays liked the starn seat best. When’d you git back from up coun­try?”

			This al­lu­sion to Asa’s ori­gin was not lost up­on the rest of the com­pa­ny. We were some lit­tle dis­tance from shore, but we could hear a chuck­le of laugh­ter, and Asa, a per­son who was too ready with his crit­i­cism and ad­vice on ev­ery pos­si­ble sub­ject, turned and walked in­dig­nant­ly away.

			When we caught the wind we were soon on our sea­ward course, and on­ly stopped to un­der­run a trawl, for the floats of which Mrs. Todd looked earnest­ly, ex­plain­ing that her moth­er might not be pre­pared for three ex­tra to din­ner; it was her broth­er’s trawl, and she meant to just run her eye along for the right sort of a lit­tle had­dock. I leaned over the boat’s side with great in­ter­est and ex­cite­ment, while she skill­ful­ly han­dled the long line of hooks, and made scorn­ful re­marks up­on worth­less, bait-con­sum­ing crea­tures of the sea as she re­viewed them and left them on the trawl or shook them off in­to the waves. At last we came to what she pro­nounced a prop­er had­dock, and hav­ing tak­en him on board and end­ed his life res­o­lute­ly, we went our way.

			As we sailed along I lis­tened to an in­creas­ing­ly de­light­ful com­men­tary up­on the is­lands, some of them bar­ren rocks, or at best giv­ing sparse pas­turage for sheep in the ear­ly sum­mer. On one of these an ea­ger lit­tle flock ran to the wa­ter’s edge and bleat­ed at us so af­fect­ing­ly that I would will­ing­ly have stopped; but Mrs. Todd steered away from the rocks, and scold­ed at the sheep’s mean own­er, an ac­quain­tance of hers, who grudged the lit­tle salt and still less care which the pa­tient crea­tures need­ed. The hot mid­sum­mer sun makes pris­ons of these small is­lands that are a par­adise in ear­ly June, with their cool springs and short thick-grow­ing grass. On a larg­er is­land, far­ther out to sea, my en­ter­tain­ing com­pan­ion showed me with glee the small hous­es of two farm­ers who shared the is­land be­tween them, and de­clared that for three gen­er­a­tions the peo­ple had not spo­ken to each oth­er even in times of sick­ness or death or birth. “When the news come that the war was over, one of ’em knew it a week, and nev­er stepped across his wall to tell the oth­er,” she said. “There, they en­joy it; they’ve got to have some­thin’ to in­ter­est ’em in such a place; ’tis a good deal more tryin’ to be tied to folks you don’t like than ’tis to be alone. Each of ’em tell the neigh­bors their wrongs; plen­ty likes to hear and tell again; them as fetch a bone’ll car­ry one, an’ so they keep the fight a-goin’. I must say I like va­ri­ety my­self; some folks wash­es Mon­day an’ irons Tues­day the whole year round, even if the cir­cus is goin’ by!”

			A long time be­fore we land­ed at Green Is­land we could see the small white house, stand­ing high like a bea­con, where Mrs. Todd was born and where her moth­er lived, on a green slope above the wa­ter, with dark spruce woods still high­er. There were crops in the fields, which we present­ly dis­tin­guished from one an­oth­er. Mrs. Todd ex­am­ined them while we were still far at sea. “Moth­er’s late pota­toes looks back­ward; ain’t had rain enough so far,” she pro­nounced her opin­ion. “They look weed­i­er than what they call Front Street down to Cow­per Cen­tre. I ex­pect broth­er William is so oc­cu­pied with his her­rin’ weirs an’ servin’ out bait to the schooners that he don’t think once a day of the land.”

			“What’s the flag for, up above the spruces there be­hind the house?” I in­quired, with ea­ger­ness.

			“Oh, that’s the sign for her­rin’,” she ex­plained kind­ly, while John­ny Bow­den re­gard­ed me with con­temp­tu­ous sur­prise. “When they get enough for schooners they raise that flag; an’ when ’tis a poor catch in the weir pock­et they just fly a lit­tle sig­nal down by the shore, an’ then the small bo’ts comes and get enough an’ over for their trawls. There, look! there she is: moth­er sees us; she’s wavin’ some­thin’ out o’ the fore door! She’ll be to the landin’-place quick’s we are.”

			I looked, and could see a tiny flut­ter in the door­way, but a quick­er sig­nal had made its way from the heart on shore to the heart on the sea.

			“How do you sup­pose she knows it is me?” said Mrs. Todd, with a ten­der smile on her broad face. “There, you nev­er get over bein’ a child long’s you have a moth­er to go to. Look at the chim­ney, now; she’s gone right in an’ bright­ened up the fire. Well, there, I’m glad moth­er’s well; you’ll en­joy seein’ her very much.”

			Mrs. Todd leaned back in­to her prop­er po­si­tion, and the boat trimmed again. She took a firmer grasp of the sheet, and gave an im­pa­tient look up at the gaff and the leech of the lit­tle sail, and twitched the sheet as if she urged the wind like a horse. There came at once a fresh gust, and we seemed to have dou­bled our speed. Soon we were near enough to see a tiny fig­ure with hand­ker­chiefed head come down across the field and stand wait­ing for us at the cove above a curve of peb­ble beach.

			Present­ly the do­ry grat­ed on the peb­bles, and John­ny Bow­den, who had been kept in abeyance dur­ing the voy­age, sprang out and used man­ful ex­er­tions to haul us up with the next wave, so that Mrs. Todd could make a dry land­ing.

			“You don that very well,” she said, mount­ing to her feet, and com­ing ashore some­what stiffly, but with great dig­ni­ty, re­fus­ing our out­stretched hands, and re­turn­ing to pos­sess her­self of a bag which had lain at her feet.

			“Well, moth­er, here I be!” she an­nounced with in­dif­fer­ence; but they stood and beamed in each oth­er’s faces.

			“Lookin’ pret­ty well for an old la­dy, ain’t she?” said Mrs. Todd’s moth­er, turn­ing away from her daugh­ter to speak to me. She was a de­light­ful lit­tle per­son her­self, with bright eyes and an af­fec­tion­ate air of ex­pec­ta­tion like a child on a hol­i­day. You felt as if Mrs. Black­ett were an old and dear friend be­fore you let go her cor­dial hand. We all start­ed to­geth­er up the hill.

			“Now don’t you haste too fast, moth­er,” said Mrs. Todd warn­ing­ly; “ ’tis a far reach o’ risin’ ground to the fore door, and you won’t set an’ get your breath when you’re once there, but go trot­ting about. Now don’t you go a mite faster than we pro­ceed with this bag an’ bas­ket. John­ny, there, ’ll fetch up the had­dock. I just made one stop to un­der­run William’s trawl till I come to jes’ such a fish’s I thought you’d want to make one o’ your nice chow­ders of. I’ve brought an onion with me that was layin’ about on the win­dowsill at home.”

			“That’s just what I was wantin’,” said the host­ess. “I give a sigh when you spoke o’ chow­der, knowin’ my onions was out. William for­got to re­plen­ish us last time he was to the Landin’. Don’t you haste so your­self Almiry, up this risin’ ground. I hear you com­mencin’ to wheeze a’ready.”

			This mild re­venge seemed to af­ford great plea­sure to both giv­er and re­ceiv­er. They laughed a lit­tle, and looked at each oth­er af­fec­tion­ate­ly, and then at me. Mrs. Todd con­sid­er­ate­ly paused, and faced about to re­gard the wide sea view. I was glad to stop, be­ing more out of breath than ei­ther of my com­pan­ions, and I pro­longed the halt by ask­ing the names of the neigh­bor­ing is­lands. There was a fine breeze blow­ing, which we felt more there on the high land than when we were run­ning be­fore it in the do­ry.

			“Why, this ain’t that kit­ten I saw when I was out last, the one that I said didn’t ap­pear like­ly?” ex­claimed Mrs. Todd as we went our way.

			“That’s the one, Almiry,” said her moth­er. “She al­ways had a like­ly look to me, an’ she’s right af­ter busi­ness. I nev­er see such a mous­er for one of her age. If’t wan’t for William, I nev­er should have housed that oth­er dronin’ old thing so long; but he sets by her on ac­count of her havin’ a bob tail. I don’t deem it ad­vis­able to main­tain cats just on ac­count of their havin’ bob tails; they’re like all oth­er cu­riosi­ties, good for them that wants to see ’m twice. This kit­ten catch­es mice for both, an’ keeps me re­spectable as I ain’t been for a year. She’s a re­al un­der­standin’ lit­tle help, this kit­ten is. I picked her from among five Miss Au­gus­ta Per­nell had over to Burnt Is­land,” said the old wom­an, trudg­ing along with the kit­ten close at her skirts. “Au­gus­ta, she says to me, ‘Why, Mis’ Black­ett, you’ve took and home­li­est;’ and, says I, ‘I’ve got the smartest; I’m sat­is­fied.’ ”

			“I’d trust no­body soon­er’n you to pick out a kit­ten, moth­er,” said the daugh­ter hand­some­ly, and we went on in peace and har­mo­ny.

			The house was just be­fore us now, on a green lev­el that looked as if a huge hand had scooped it out of the long green field we had been as­cend­ing. A lit­tle way above, the dark, spruce woods be­gan to climb the top of the hill and cov­er the sea­ward slopes of the is­land. There was just room for the small farm and the for­est; we looked down at the fish-house and its rough sheds, and the weirs stretch­ing far out in­to the wa­ter. As we looked up­ward, the tops of the firs came sharp against the blue sky. There was a great stretch of rough pas­ture­land round the shoul­der of the is­land to the east­ward, and here were all the thick-scat­tered gray rocks that kept their places, and the gray backs of many sheep that for­ev­er wan­dered and fed on the thin sweet pas­turage that fringed the ledges and made soft hol­lows and strips of green turf like grow­ing vel­vet. I could see the rich green of bay­ber­ry bush­es here and there, where the rocks made room. The air was very sweet; one could not help wish­ing to be a cit­i­zen of such a com­plete and tiny con­ti­nent and home of fish­er­folk.

			The house was broad and clean, with a roof that looked heavy on its low walls. It was one of the hous­es that seem firm-root­ed in the ground, as if they were two-thirds be­low the sur­face, like ice­bergs. The front door stood hos­pitably open in ex­pec­ta­tion of com­pa­ny, and an or­der­ly vine grew at each side; but our path led to the kitchen door at the house-end, and there grew a mass of gay flow­ers and green­ery, as if they had been swept to­geth­er by some dili­gent gar­den broom in­to a tan­gled heap: there were por­tu­la­cas all along un­der the low­er step and strag­gling off in­to the grass, and clus­ter­ing mal­lows that crept as near as they dared, like poor re­la­tions. I saw the bright eyes and brain­less lit­tle heads of two half-grown chick­ens who were snug­gled down among the mal­lows as if they had been chased away from the door more than once, and ex­pect­ed to be again.

			“It seems kind o’ for­mal comin’ in this way,” said Mrs. Todd im­pul­sive­ly, as we passed the flow­ers and came to the front doorstep; but she was mind­ful of the pro­pri­eties, and walked be­fore us in­to the best room on the left.

			“Why, moth­er, if you haven’t gone an’ turned the car­pet!” she ex­claimed, with some­thing in her voice that spoke of awe and ad­mi­ra­tion. “When’d you get to it? I s’pose Mis’ Ad­dicks come over an’ helped you, from White Is­land Land­ing?”

			“No, she didn’t,” an­swered the old wom­an, stand­ing proud­ly erect, and mak­ing the most of a great mo­ment. “I done it all my­self with William’s help. He had a spare day, an’ took right holt with me; an’ ’twas all well beat on the grass, an’ turned, an’ put down again afore we went to bed. I ripped an’ sewed over two o’ them long breadths. I ain’t had such a good night’s sleep for two years.”

			“There, what do you think o’ havin’ such a moth­er as that for eighty-six year old?” said Mrs. Todd, stand­ing be­fore us like a large fig­ure of Vic­to­ry.

			As for the moth­er, she took on a sud­den look of youth; you felt as if she promised a great fu­ture, and was be­gin­ning, not end­ing, her sum­mers and their hap­py toils.

			“My, my!” ex­claimed Mrs. Todd. “I couldn’t ha’ done it my­self, I’ve got to own it.”

			“I was much pleased to have it off my mind,” said Mrs. Black­ett, humbly; “the more so be­cause along at the first of the next week I wasn’t very well. I sup­pose it may have been the change of weath­er.”

			Mrs. Todd could not re­sist a sig­nif­i­cant glance at me, but, with charm­ing sym­pa­thy, she for­bore to point the les­son or to con­nect this ill­ness with its ap­par­ent cause. She loomed larg­er than ev­er in the lit­tle old-fash­ioned best room, with its few pieces of good fur­ni­ture and pic­tures of na­tion­al in­ter­est. The green pa­per cur­tains were stamped with con­ven­tion­al land­scapes of a for­eign or­der—cas­tles on in­ac­ces­si­ble crags, and love­ly lakes with steep wood­ed shores; un­der­foot the trea­sured car­pet was cov­ered thick with home­made rugs. There were emp­ty glass lamps and crys­tal­lized bou­quets of grass and some fine shells on the nar­row man­tel­piece.

			“I was mar­ried in this room,” said Mrs. Todd un­ex­pect­ed­ly; and I heard her give a sigh af­ter she had spo­ken, as if she could not help the touch of re­gret that would for­ev­er come with all her thoughts of hap­pi­ness.

			“We stood right there be­tween the win­dows,” she added, “and the min­is­ter stood here. William wouldn’t come in. He was al­ways odd about seein’ folks, just’s he is now. I run to meet ’em from a child, an’ William, he’d take an’ run away.”

			“I’ve been the gain­er,” said the old moth­er cheer­ful­ly. “William has been son an’ daugh­ter both since you was mar­ried off the is­land. He’s been ’most too sat­is­fied to stop at home ’long o’ his old moth­er, but I al­ways tell ’em I’m the gain­er.”

			We were all mov­ing to­ward the kitchen as if by com­mon in­stinct. The best room was too sug­ges­tive of se­ri­ous oc­ca­sions, and the shades were all pulled down to shut out the sum­mer light and air. It was in­deed a trib­ute to So­ci­ety to find a room set apart for her be­hests out there on so ap­par­ent­ly neigh­bor­less and re­mote an is­land. Af­ter­noon vis­its and evening fes­ti­vals must be few in such a bleak sit­u­a­tion at cer­tain sea­sons of the year, but Mrs. Black­ett was of those who do not live to them­selves, and who have long since passed the line that di­vides mere self-con­cern from a val­ued share in what­ev­er So­ci­ety can give and take. There were those of her neigh­bors who nev­er had tak­en the trou­ble to fur­nish a best room, but Mrs. Black­ett was one who knew the us­es of a par­lor.

			“Yes, do come right out in­to the old kitchen; I shan’t make any stranger of you,” she in­vit­ed us pleas­ant­ly, af­ter we had been prop­er­ly re­ceived in the room ap­point­ed to for­mal­i­ty. “I ex­pect Almiry, here, ’ll be driftin’ out ’mongst the pas­ture-weeds quick’s she can find a good ex­cuse. ’Tis hot now. You’d bet­ter con­tent your­selves till you get nice an’ rest­ed, an’ ’long af­ter din­ner the sea-breeze’ll spring up, an’ then you can take your walks, an’ go up an’ see the prospect from the big ledge. Almiry’ll want to show off ev­ery­thing there is. Then I’ll get you a good cup o’ tea be­fore you start to go home. The days are plen­ty long now.”

			While we were talk­ing in the best room the se­lect­ed fish had been mys­te­ri­ous­ly brought up from the shore, and lay all cleaned and ready in an earth­en crock on the ta­ble.

			“I think William might have just stopped an’ said a word,” re­marked Mrs. Todd, pout­ing with high af­front as she caught sight of it. “He’s friend­ly enough when he comes ashore, an’ was re­mark­able so­cial the last time, for him.”

			“He ain’t dis­posed to be very so­cial with the ladies,” ex­plained William’s moth­er, with a de­light­ful glance at me, as if she count­ed up­on my friend­ship and tol­er­ance. “He’s very par­tic­u­lar, and he’s all in his old fishin’-clothes to­day. He’ll want me to tell him ev­ery­thing you said and done, af­ter you’ve gone. William has very deep af­fec­tions. He’ll want to see you, Almiry. Yes, I guess he’ll be in by an’ by.”

			“I’ll search for him by ’n’ by, if he don’t,” pro­claimed Mrs. Todd, with an air of un­al­ter­able res­o­lu­tion. “I know all of his bur­rows down ’long the shore. I’ll catch him by hand ’fore he knows it. I’ve got some busi­ness with William, any­way. I brought forty-two cents with me that was due him for them last lob­sters he brought in.”

			“You can leave it with me,” sug­gest­ed the lit­tle old moth­er, who was al­ready step­ping about among her pots and pans in the pantry, and pre­par­ing to make the chow­der.

			I be­came pos­sessed of a sud­den un­wont­ed cu­rios­i­ty in re­gard to William, and felt that half the plea­sure of my vis­it would be lost if I could not make his in­ter­est­ing ac­quain­tance.

		
	
		
			
				IX

				William

			
			Mrs. Todd had tak­en the onion out of her bas­ket and laid it down up­on the kitchen ta­ble. “There’s John­ny Bow­den come with us, you know,” she re­mind­ed her moth­er. “He’ll be hun­gry enough to eat his size.”

			“I’ve got new dough­nuts, dear,” said the lit­tle old la­dy. “You don’t of­ten catch William ’n’ me out o’ pro­vi­sions. I ex­pect you might have chose a some­what larg­er fish, but I’ll try an’ make it do. I shall have to have a few ex­tra pota­toes, but there’s a field full out there, an’ the hoe’s leanin’ against the well-house, in ’mongst the climbin’-beans.” She smiled and gave her daugh­ter a com­mand­ing nod.

			“Land sakes alive! Le’s blow the horn for William,” in­sist­ed Mrs. Todd, with some ex­cite­ment. “He needn’t break his spir­it so far’s to come in. He’ll know you need him for some­thing par­tic­u­lar, an’ then we can call to him as he comes up the path. I won’t put him to no pain.”

			Mrs. Black­ett’s old face, for the first time, wore a look of trou­ble, and I found it nec­es­sary to coun­ter­act the teas­ing spir­it of Almi­ra. It was too pleas­ant to stay in­doors al­to­geth­er, even in such re­ward­ing com­pan­ion­ship; be­sides, I might meet William; and, stray­ing out present­ly, I found the hoe by the well-house and an old splint bas­ket at the wood­shed door, and al­so found my way down to the field where there was a great square patch of rough, weedy pota­to-tops and tall rag­weed. One cor­ner was al­ready dug, and I chose a fat-look­ing hill where the tops were well with­ered. There is all the plea­sure that one can have in gold-dig­ging in find­ing one’s hopes sat­is­fied in the rich­es of a good hill of pota­toes. I longed to go on; but it did not seem fru­gal to dig any longer af­ter my bas­ket was full, and at last I took my hoe by the mid­dle and lift­ed the bas­ket to go back up the hill. I was sure that Mrs. Black­ett must be wait­ing im­pa­tient­ly to slice the pota­toes in­to the chow­der, lay­er af­ter lay­er, with the fish.

			“You let me take holt o’ that bas­ket, ma’am,” said the pleas­ant, anx­ious voice be­hind me.

			I turned, star­tled in the si­lence of the wide field, and saw an el­der­ly man, bent in the shoul­ders as fish­er­men of­ten are, gray-head­ed and clean-shaven, and with a timid air. It was William. He looked just like his moth­er, and I had been imag­in­ing that he was large and stout like his sis­ter, Almi­ra Todd; and, strange to say, my fan­cy had led me to pic­ture him not far from thir­ty and a lit­tle loutish. It was nec­es­sary in­stead to pay William the re­spect due to age.

			I ac­cus­tomed my­self to plain facts on the in­stant, and we said good morn­ing like old friends. The bas­ket was re­al­ly heavy, and I put the hoe through its han­dle and of­fered him one end; then we moved eas­i­ly to­ward the house to­geth­er, speak­ing of the fine weath­er and of mack­er­el which were re­port­ed to be strik­ing in all about the bay. William had been out since three o’clock, and had tak­en an ex­tra fare of fish. I could feel that Mrs. Todd’s eyes were up­on us as we ap­proached the house, and al­though I fell be­hind in the nar­row path, and let William take the bas­ket alone and pre­cede me at some lit­tle dis­tance the rest of the way, I could plain­ly hear her greet him.

			“Got round to comin’ in, didn’t you?” she in­quired, with amuse­ment. “Well, now, that’s clever. Didn’t know’s I should see you to­day, William, an’ I want­ed to set­tle an ac­count.”

			I felt some­what dis­turbed and re­spon­si­ble, but when I joined them they were on most sim­ple and friend­ly terms. It be­came ev­i­dent that, with William, it was the first step that cost, and that, hav­ing once joined in so­cial in­ter­ests, he was able to pur­sue them with more or less plea­sure. He was about six­ty, and not young-look­ing for his years, yet so undy­ing is the spir­it of youth, and bash­ful­ness has such a pow­er of sur­vival, that I felt all the time as if one must try to make the oc­ca­sion easy for some­one who was young and new to the af­fairs of so­cial life. He asked po­lite­ly if I would like to go up to the great ledge while din­ner was get­ting ready; so, not with­out a deep sense of plea­sure, and a de­light­ed look of sur­prise from the two hostess­es, we start­ed, William and I, as if both of us felt much younger than we looked. Such was the in­no­cence and sim­plic­i­ty of the mo­ment that when I heard Mrs. Todd laugh­ing be­hind us in the kitchen I laughed too, but William did not even blush. I think he was a lit­tle deaf, and he stepped along be­fore me most busi­nesslike and in­tent up­on his er­rand.

			We went from the up­per edge of the field above the house in­to a smooth, brown path among the dark spruces. The hot sun brought out the fra­grance of the pitchy bark, and the shade was pleas­ant as we climbed the hill. William stopped once or twice to show me a great wasps’-nest close by, or some fish­hawks’-nests be­low in a bit of swamp. He picked a few sprigs of late-bloom­ing lin­naea as we came out up­on an open bit of pas­ture at the top of the is­land, and gave them to me with­out speak­ing, but he knew as well as I that one could not say half he wished about lin­naea. Through this piece of rough pas­ture ran a huge shape of stone like the great back­bone of an enor­mous crea­ture. At the end, near the woods, we could climb up on it and walk along to the high­est point; there above the cir­cle of point­ed firs we could look down over all the is­land, and could see the ocean that cir­cled this and a hun­dred oth­er bits of is­land ground, the main­land shore and all the far hori­zons. It gave a sud­den sense of space, for noth­ing stopped the eye or hedged one in—that sense of lib­er­ty in space and time which great prospects al­ways give.

			“There ain’t no such view in the world, I ex­pect,” said William proud­ly, and I has­tened to speak my heart­felt trib­ute of praise; it was im­pos­si­ble not to feel as if an un­trav­eled boy had spo­ken, and yet one loved to have him val­ue his na­tive heath.

		
	
		
			
				X

				Where Pen­ny­roy­al Grew

			
			We were a lit­tle late to din­ner, but Mrs. Black­ett and Mrs. Todd were le­nient, and we all took our places af­ter William had paused to wash his hands, like a pi­ous Brah­min, at the well, and put on a neat blue coat which he took from a peg be­hind the kitchen door. Then he res­o­lute­ly asked a bless­ing in words that I could not hear, and we ate the chow­der and were thank­ful. The kit­ten went round and round the ta­ble, quite erect, and, hold­ing on by her fierce young claws, she stopped to mew with pathos at each el­bow, or dart­ed off to the open door when a song spar­row for­got him­self and lit in the grass too near. William did not talk much, but his sis­ter Todd oc­cu­pied the time and told all the news there was to tell of Dun­net Land­ing and its coasts, while the old moth­er lis­tened with de­light. Her hos­pi­tal­i­ty was some­thing ex­quis­ite; she had the gift which so many wom­en lack, of be­ing able to make them­selves and their hous­es be­long en­tire­ly to a guest’s plea­sure—that charm­ing sur­ren­der for the mo­ment of them­selves and what­ev­er be­longs to them, so that they make a part of one’s own life that can nev­er be for­got­ten. Tact is af­ter all a kind of min­dread­ing, and my host­ess held the gold­en gift. Sym­pa­thy is of the mind as well as the heart, and Mrs. Black­ett’s world and mine were one from the mo­ment we met. Be­sides, she had that fi­nal, that high­est gift of heav­en, a per­fect self-for­get­ful­ness. Some­times, as I watched her ea­ger, sweet old face, I won­dered why she had been set to shine on this lone­ly is­land of the north­ern coast. It must have been to keep the bal­ance true, and make up to all her scat­tered and de­pend­ing neigh­bors for oth­er things which they may have lacked.

			When we had fin­ished clear­ing away the old blue plates, and the kit­ten had tak­en care of her share of the fresh had­dock, just as we were putting back the kitchen chairs in their places, Mrs. Todd said briskly that she must go up in­to the pas­ture now to gath­er the de­sired herbs.

			“You can stop here an’ rest, or you can ac­com­pa­ny me,” she an­nounced. “Moth­er ought to have her nap, and when we come back she an’ William’ll sing for you. She ad­mires mu­sic,” said Mrs. Todd, turn­ing to speak to her moth­er.

			But Mrs. Black­ett tried to say that she couldn’t sing as she used, and per­haps William wouldn’t feel like it. She looked tired, the good old soul, or I should have liked to sit in the peace­ful lit­tle house while she slept; I had had much pleas­ant ex­pe­ri­ence of pas­tures al­ready in her daugh­ter’s com­pa­ny. But it seemed best to go with Mrs. Todd, and off we went.

			Mrs. Todd car­ried the ging­ham bag which she had brought from home, and a small heavy bur­den in the bot­tom made it hang straight and slen­der from her hand. The way was steep, and she soon grew breath­less, so that we sat down to rest awhile on a con­ve­nient large stone among the bay­ber­ry.

			“There, I want­ed you to see this—’tis moth­er’s pic­ture,” said Mrs. Todd; “ ’twas tak­en once when she was up to Port­land soon af­ter she was mar­ried. That’s me,” she added, open­ing an­oth­er worn case, and dis­play­ing the full face of the cheer­ful child she looked like still in spite of be­ing past six­ty. “And here’s William an’ fa­ther to­geth­er. I take af­ter fa­ther, large and heavy, an’ William is like moth­er’s folks, short an’ thin. He ought to have made some­thing o’ him­self, bein’ a man an’ so like moth­er; but though he’s been very steady to work, an’ kept up the farm, an’ done his fishin’ too right along, he nev­er had moth­er’s snap an’ pow­er o’ seein’ things just as they be. He’s got ex­cel­lent judg­ment, too,” med­i­tat­ed William’s sis­ter, but she could not ar­rive at any sat­is­fac­to­ry de­ci­sion up­on what she ev­i­dent­ly thought his fail­ure in life. “I think it is well to see any­one so hap­py an’ makin’ the most of life just as it falls to hand,” she said as she be­gan to put the da­guerreo­types away again; but I reached out my hand to see her moth­er’s once more, a most flow­er­like face of a love­ly young wom­an in quaint dress. There was in the eyes a look of an­tic­i­pa­tion and joy, a far-off look that sought the hori­zon; one of­ten sees it in sea­far­ing fam­i­lies, in­her­it­ed by girls and boys alike from men who spend their lives at sea, and are al­ways watch­ing for dis­tant sails or the first loom of the land. At sea there is noth­ing to be seen close by, and this has its coun­ter­part in a sailor’s char­ac­ter, in the large and brave and pa­tient traits that are de­vel­oped, the hope­ful pleas­ant­ness that one loves so in a sea­far­er.

			When the fam­i­ly pic­tures were wrapped again in a big hand­ker­chief, we set for­ward in a nar­row foot­path and made our way to a lone­ly place that faced north­ward, where there was more pas­turage and few­er bush­es, and we went down to the edge of short grass above some rocky cliffs where the deep sea broke with a great noise, though the wind was down and the wa­ter looked qui­et a lit­tle way from shore. Among the grass grew such pen­ny­roy­al as the rest of the world could not pro­vide. There was a fine fra­grance in the air as we gath­ered it sprig by sprig and stepped along care­ful­ly, and Mrs. Todd pressed her aro­mat­ic nosegay be­tween her hands and of­fered it to me again and again.

			“There’s noth­in’ like it,” she said; “oh no, there’s no such pen­nyr’yal as this in the state of Maine. It’s the right pat­tern of the plant, and all the rest I ev­er see is but an im­i­ta­tion. Don’t it do you good?” And I an­swered with en­thu­si­asm.

			“There, dear, I nev­er showed no­body else but moth­er where to find this place; ’tis kind of saint­ed to me. Nathan, my hus­band, an’ I used to love this place when we was courtin’, and”—she hes­i­tat­ed, and then spoke soft­ly—“when he was lost, ’twas just off shore tryin’ to get in by the short chan­nel out there be­tween Squaw Is­lands, right in sight o’ this head­land where we’d set an’ made our plans all sum­mer long.”

			I had nev­er heard her speak of her hus­band be­fore, but I felt that we were friends now since she had brought me to this place.

			“ ’Twas but a dream with us,” Mrs. Todd said. “I knew it when he was gone. I knew it”—and she whis­pered as if she were at con­fes­sion—“I knew it afore he start­ed to go to sea. My heart was gone out o’ my keepin’ be­fore I ev­er saw Nathan; but he loved me well, and he made me re­al hap­py, and he died be­fore he ev­er knew what he’d had to know if we’d lived long to­geth­er. ’Tis very strange about love. No, Nathan nev­er found out, but my heart was trou­bled when I knew him first. There’s more wom­en likes to be loved than there is of those that loves. I spent some hap­py hours right here. I al­ways liked Nathan, and he nev­er knew. But this pen­nyr’yal al­ways re­mind­ed me, as I’d sit and gath­er it and hear him talkin’—it al­ways would re­mind me of—the oth­er one.”

			She looked away from me, and present­ly rose and went on by her­self. There was some­thing lone­ly and soli­tary about her great de­ter­mined shape. She might have been Antigone alone on the The­ban plain. It is not of­ten giv­en in a noisy world to come to the places of great grief and si­lence. An ab­so­lute, ar­cha­ic grief pos­sessed this coun­try­wom­an; she seemed like a re­new­al of some his­toric soul, with her sor­rows and the re­mote­ness of a dai­ly life bus­ied with rus­tic sim­plic­i­ties and the scents of primeval herbs.

			I was not in­com­pe­tent at herb-gath­er­ing, and af­ter a while, when I had sat long enough wak­ing my­self to new thoughts, and read­ing a page of re­mem­brance with new plea­sure, I gath­ered some bunch­es, as I was bound to do, and at last we met again high­er up the shore, in the plain ev­ery­day world we had left be­hind when we went down to the pen­ny­roy­al plot. As we walked to­geth­er along the high edge of the field we saw a hun­dred sails about the bay and far­ther sea­ward; it was mid-af­ter­noon or af­ter, and the day was com­ing to an end.

			“Yes, they’re all makin’ to­wards the shore—the small craft an’ the lob­ster smacks an’ all,” said my com­pan­ion. “We must spend a lit­tle time with moth­er now, just to have our tea, an’ then put for home.”

			“No mat­ter if we lose the wind at sun­down; I can row in with John­ny,” said I; and Mrs. Todd nod­ded re­as­sur­ing­ly and kept to her steady plod, not quick­en­ing her gait even when we saw William come round the cor­ner of the house as if to look for us, and wave his hand and dis­ap­pear.

			“Why, William’s right on deck; I didn’t know’s we should see any more of him!” ex­claimed Mrs. Todd. “Now moth­er’ll put the ket­tle right on; she’s got a good fire goin’.” I too could see the blue smoke thick­en, and then we both walked a lit­tle faster, while Mrs. Todd groped in her full bag of herbs to find the da­guerreo­types and be ready to put them in their places.

		
	
		
			
				XI

				The Old Singers

			
			William was sit­ting on the side door step, and the old moth­er was busy mak­ing her tea; she gave in­to my hand an old flow­ered-glass tea-cad­dy.

			“William thought you’d like to see this, when he was set­tin’ the ta­ble. My fa­ther brought it to my moth­er from the is­land of To­ba­go; an’ here’s a pair of beau­ti­ful mugs that came with it.” She opened the glass door of a lit­tle cup­board be­side the chim­ney. “These I call my best things, dear,” she said. “You’d laugh to see how we en­joy ’em Sun­day nights in win­ter: we have a re­al com­pa­ny tea ’stead o’ livin’ right along just the same, an’ I make some­thin’ good for a s’prise an’ put on some o’ my pre­serves, an’ we get a’talkin’ to­geth­er an’ have re­al pleas­ant times.”

			Mrs. Todd laughed in­dul­gent­ly, and looked to see what I thought of such child­ish­ness.

			“I wish I could be here some Sun­day evening,” said I.

			“William an’ me’ll be talkin’ about you an’ thinkin’ o’ this nice day,” said Mrs. Black­ett af­fec­tion­ate­ly, and she glanced at William, and he looked up brave­ly and nod­ded. I be­gan to dis­cov­er that he and his sis­ter could not speak their deep­er feel­ings be­fore each oth­er.

			“Now I want you an’ moth­er to sing,” said Mrs. Todd abrupt­ly, with an air of com­mand, and I gave William much sym­pa­thy in his ev­i­dent dis­tress.

			“Af­ter I’ve had my cup o’ tea, dear,” an­swered the old host­ess cheer­ful­ly; and so we sat down and took our cups and made mer­ry while they last­ed. It was im­pos­si­ble not to wish to stay on for­ev­er at Green Is­land, and I could not help say­ing so.

			“I’m very hap­py here, both win­ter an’ sum­mer,” said old Mrs. Black­ett. “William an’ I nev­er wish for any oth­er home, do we, William? I’m glad you find it pleas­ant; I wish you’d come an’ stay, dear, when­ev­er you feel in­clined. But here’s Almiry; I al­ways think Prov­i­dence was kind to plot an’ have her hus­band leave her a good house where she re­al­ly be­longed. She’d been very rest­less if she’d had to con­tin­ue here on Green Is­land. You want­ed more scope, didn’t you, Almiry, an’ to live in a large place where more things grew? Some­times folks won­ders that we don’t live to­geth­er; per­haps we shall some time,” and a shad­ow of sad­ness and ap­pre­hen­sion flit­ted across her face. “The time o’ sick­ness an’ failin’ has got to come to all. But Almiry’s got an herb that’s good for ev­ery­thing.” She smiled as she spoke, and looked bright again.

			“There’s some herb that’s good for ev­ery­body, ex­cept for them that thinks they’re sick when they ain’t,” an­nounced Mrs. Todd, with a tru­ly pro­fes­sion­al air of fi­nal­i­ty. “Come, William, let’s have Sweet Home, an’ then moth­er’ll sing Cu­pid an’ the Bee for us.”

			Then fol­lowed a most charm­ing sur­prise. William mas­tered his timid­i­ty and be­gan to sing. His voice was a lit­tle faint and frail, like the fam­i­ly da­guerreo­types, but it was a tenor voice, and per­fect­ly true and sweet. I have nev­er heard Home, Sweet Home sung as touch­ing­ly and se­ri­ous­ly as he sang it; he seemed to make it quite new; and when he paused for a mo­ment at the end of the first line and be­gan the next, the old moth­er joined him and they sang to­geth­er, she miss­ing on­ly the high­er notes, where he seemed to lend his voice to hers for the mo­ment and car­ry on her very note and air. It was the silent man’s re­al and on­ly means of ex­pres­sion, and one could have lis­tened for­ev­er, and have asked for more and more songs of old Scotch and Eng­lish in­her­i­tance and the best that have lived from the bal­lad mu­sic of the war. Mrs. Todd kept time vis­i­bly, and some­times au­di­bly, with her am­ple foot. I saw the tears in her eyes some­times, when I could see be­yond the tears in mine. But at last the songs end­ed and the time came to say good­bye; it was the end of a great plea­sure.

			Mrs. Black­ett, the dear old la­dy, opened the door of her bed­room while Mrs. Todd was ty­ing up the herb bag, and William had gone down to get the boat ready and to blow the horn for John­ny Bow­den, who had joined a rov­ing boat par­ty who were off the shore lob­ster­ing.

			I went to the door of the bed­room, and thought how pleas­ant it looked, with its pink-and-white patch­work quilt and the brown un­paint­ed pan­el­ing of its wood­work.

			“Come right in, dear,” she said. “I want you to set down in my old quilt­ed rockin’-chair there by the win­dow; you’ll say it’s the pret­ti­est view in the house. I set there a good deal to rest me and when I want to read.”

			There was a worn red Bible on the light­stand, and Mrs. Black­ett’s heavy sil­ver-bowed glass­es; her thim­ble was on the nar­row win­dow-ledge, and fold­ed care­ful­ly on the ta­ble was a thick striped-cot­ton shirt that she was mak­ing for her son. Those dear old fin­gers and their lov­ing stitch­es, that heart which had made the most of ev­ery­thing that need­ed love! Here was the re­al home, the heart of the old house on Green Is­land! I sat in the rock­ing-chair, and felt that it was a place of peace, the lit­tle brown bed­room, and the qui­et out­look up­on field and sea and sky.

			I looked up, and we un­der­stood each oth­er with­out speak­ing. “I shall like to think o’ your set­tin’ here to­day,” said Mrs. Black­ett. “I want you to come again. It has been so pleas­ant for William.”

			The wind served us all the way home, and did not fall or let the sail slack­en un­til we were close to the shore. We had a gen­er­ous freight of lob­sters in the boat, and new pota­toes which William had put aboard, and what Mrs. Todd proud­ly called a full “kag” of prime num­ber one salt­ed mack­er­el; and when we land­ed we had to make busi­ness ar­range­ments to have these con­veyed to her house in a wheel­bar­row.

			I nev­er shall for­get the day at Green Is­land. The town of Dun­net Land­ing seemed large and noisy and op­pres­sive as we came ashore. Such is the pow­er of con­trast; for the vil­lage was so still that I could hear the shy whip­poor­wills singing that night as I lay awake in my down­stairs bed­room, and the scent of Mrs. Todd’s herb gar­den un­der the win­dow blew in again and again with ev­ery gen­tle ris­ing of the seabreeze.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				A Strange Sail

			
			Ex­cept for a few stray guests, is­landers or from the in­land coun­try, to whom Mrs. Todd of­fered the hos­pi­tal­i­ties of a sin­gle meal, we were quite by our­selves all sum­mer; and when there were signs of in­va­sion, late in Ju­ly, and a cer­tain Mrs. Fos­dick ap­peared like a strange sail on the far hori­zon, I suf­fered much from ap­pre­hen­sion. I had been liv­ing in the quaint lit­tle house with as much com­fort and un­con­scious­ness as if it were a larg­er body, or a dou­ble shell, in whose sim­ple con­vo­lu­tions Mrs. Todd and I had se­cret­ed our­selves, un­til some wan­der­ing her­mit crab of a vis­i­tor marked the lit­tle spare room for her own. Per­haps now and then a cast­away on a lone­ly desert is­land dreads the thought of be­ing res­cued. I heard of Mrs. Fos­dick for the first time with a self­ish sense of ob­jec­tion; but af­ter all, I was still va­ca­tion-ten­ant of the school­house, where I could al­ways be alone, and it was im­pos­si­ble not to sym­pa­thize with Mrs. Todd, who, in spite of some pre­lim­i­nary grum­bling, was re­al­ly de­light­ed with the prospect of en­ter­tain­ing an old friend.

			For near­ly a month we re­ceived oc­ca­sion­al news of Mrs. Fos­dick, who seemed to be mak­ing a roy­al progress from house to house in the in­land neigh­bor­hood, af­ter the fash­ion of Queen Eliz­a­beth. One Sun­day af­ter an­oth­er came and went, dis­ap­point­ing Mrs. Todd in the hope of see­ing her guest at church and fix­ing the day for the great vis­it to be­gin; but Mrs. Fos­dick was not ready to com­mit her­self to a date. An as­sur­ance of “some time this week” was not suf­fi­cient­ly def­i­nite from a free-foot­ed house­keep­er’s point of view, and Mrs. Todd put aside all herb-gath­er­ing plans, and went through the var­i­ous stages of ex­pec­ta­tion, provo­ca­tion, and de­spair. At last she was ready to be­lieve that Mrs. Fos­dick must have for­got­ten her prom­ise and re­turned to her home, which was vague­ly said to be over Thomas­ton way. But one evening, just as the sup­per-ta­ble was cleared and “read­ied up,” and Mrs. Todd had put her large apron over her head and stepped forth for an evening stroll in the gar­den, the un­ex­pect­ed hap­pened. She heard the sound of wheels, and gave an ex­cit­ed cry to me, as I sat by the win­dow, that Mrs. Fos­dick was com­ing right up the street.

			“She may not be con­sid­er­ate, but she’s dread­ful good com­pa­ny,” said Mrs. Todd hasti­ly, com­ing back a few steps from the neigh­bor­hood of the gate. “No, she ain’t a mite con­sid­er­ate, but there’s a small lob­ster left over from your tea; yes, it’s a re­al mer­cy there’s a lob­ster. Su­san Fos­dick might just as well have passed the com­pli­ment o’ comin’ an hour ago.”

			“Per­haps she has had her sup­per,” I ven­tured to sug­gest, shar­ing the house­keep­er’s anx­i­ety, and meek­ly con­scious of an in­con­sid­er­ate ap­petite for my own sup­per af­ter a long ex­pe­di­tion up the bay. There were so few emer­gen­cies of any sort at Dun­net Land­ing that this one ap­peared over­whelm­ing.

			“No, she’s rode ’way over from Nahum Bray­ton’s place. I ex­pect they were busy on the farm, and couldn’t spare the horse in prop­er sea­son. You just sly out an’ set the teakit­tle on again, dear, an’ drop in a good han’ful o’ chips; the fire’s all alive. I’ll take her right up to lay off her things, as she’ll be oc­cu­pied with ex­pla­na­tions an’ get­tin’ her bun­nit off, so you’ll have plen­ty o’ time. She’s one I shouldn’t like to have find me un­pre­pared.”

			Mrs. Fos­dick was al­ready at the gate, and Mrs. Todd now turned with an air of com­plete sur­prise and de­light to wel­come her.

			“Why, Su­san Fos­dick,” I heard her ex­claim in a fine un­hin­dered voice, as if she were call­ing across a field, “I come near giv­ing of you up! I was afraid you’d gone an’ ’por­tioned out my vis­it to some­body else. I s’pose you’ve been to sup­per?”

			“Lor’, no, I ain’t, Almiry Todd,” said Mrs. Fos­dick cheer­ful­ly, as she turned, laden with bags and bun­dles, from mak­ing her adieux to the boy driv­er. “I ain’t had a mite o’ sup­per, dear. I’ve been lot­tin’ all the way on a cup o’ that best tea o’ yourn—some o’ that Oo­long you keep in the lit­tle chist. I don’t want none o’ your use­ful herbs.”

			“I keep that tea for min­is­ters’ folks,” gay­ly re­spond­ed Mrs. Todd. “Come right along in, Su­san Fos­dick. I de­clare if you ain’t the same old six­pence!”

			As they came up the walk to­geth­er, laugh­ing like girls, I fled, full of cares, to the kitchen, to bright­en the fire and be sure that the lob­ster, sole de­pen­dence of a late sup­per, was well out of reach of the cat. There proved to be fine re­serves of wild rasp­ber­ries and bread and but­ter, so that I re­gained my com­po­sure, and wait­ed im­pa­tient­ly for my own share of this il­lus­tri­ous vis­it to be­gin. There was an in­stant sense of high fes­tiv­i­ty in the evening air from the mo­ment when our guest had so frankly de­mand­ed the Oo­long tea.

			The great mo­ment ar­rived. I was for­mal­ly pre­sent­ed at the stair-foot, and the two friends passed on to the kitchen, where I soon heard a hos­pitable clink of crock­ery and the brisk stir­ring of a teacup. I sat in my high-backed rock­ing-chair by the win­dow in the front room with an un­rea­son­able feel­ing of be­ing left out, like the child who stood at the gate in Hans An­der­sen’s sto­ry. Mrs. Fos­dick did not look, at first sight, like a per­son of great so­cial gifts. She was a se­ri­ous-look­ing lit­tle bit of an old wom­an, with a bird­like nod of the head. I had of­ten been told that she was the “best hand in the world to make a vis­it,”—as if to vis­it were the high­est of vo­ca­tions; that ev­ery­body wished for her, while few could get her; and I saw that Mrs. Todd felt a com­fort­able sense of dis­tinc­tion in be­ing fa­vored with the com­pa­ny of this em­i­nent per­son who “knew just how.” It was cer­tain­ly true that Mrs. Fos­dick gave both her host­ess and me a warm feel­ing of en­joy­ment and ex­pec­ta­tion, as if she had the pow­er of so­cial sug­ges­tion to all neigh­bor­ing minds.

			The two friends did not reap­pear for at least an hour. I could hear their busy voic­es, loud and low by turns, as they ranged from pub­lic to con­fi­den­tial top­ics. At last Mrs. Todd kind­ly re­mem­bered me and re­turned, giv­ing my door a cer­e­mo­ni­ous knock be­fore she stepped in, with the small vis­i­tor in her wake. She reached be­hind her and took Mrs. Fos­dick’s hand as if she were young and bash­ful, and gave her a gen­tle pull for­ward.

			“There, I don’t know whether you’re goin’ to take to each oth­er or not; no, no­body can’t tell whether you’ll suit each oth­er, but I ex­pect you’ll get along some way, both hav­ing seen the world,” said our af­fec­tion­ate host­ess. “You can in­form Mis’ Fos­dick how we found the folks out to Green Is­land the oth­er day. She’s al­ways been well ac­quaint­ed with moth­er. I’ll slip out now an’ put away the sup­per things an’ set my bread to rise, if you’ll both ex­cuse me. You can come an’ keep me com­pa­ny when you get ready, ei­ther or both.” And Mrs. Todd, large and ami­able, dis­ap­peared and left us.

			Be­ing fur­nished not on­ly with a sub­ject of con­ver­sa­tion, but with a safe refuge in the kitchen in case of in­com­pat­i­bil­i­ty, Mrs. Fos­dick and I sat down, pre­pared to make the best of each oth­er. I soon dis­cov­ered that she, like many of the el­der wom­en of the coast, had spent a part of her life at sea, and was full of a good trav­el­er’s cu­rios­i­ty and en­light­en­ment. By the time we thought it dis­creet to join our host­ess we were al­ready sin­cere friends.

			You may speak of a vis­it’s set­ting in as well as a tide’s, and it was im­pos­si­ble, as Mrs. Todd whis­pered to me, not to be pleased at the way this vis­it was set­ting in; a new im­pulse and re­fresh­ing of the so­cial cur­rents and sel­dom vis­it­ed bays of mem­o­ry ap­peared to have be­gun. Mrs. Fos­dick had been the moth­er of a large fam­i­ly of sons and daugh­ters—sailors and sailors’ wives—and most of them had died be­fore her. I soon grew more or less ac­quaint­ed with the his­to­ries of all their for­tunes and mis­for­tunes, and sub­jects of an in­ti­mate na­ture were no more with­held from my ears than if I had been a shell on the man­tel­piece. Mrs. Fos­dick was not with­out a touch of dig­ni­ty and el­e­gance; she was fash­ion­able in her dress, but it was a cu­ri­ous­ly well-pre­served pro­vin­cial fash­ion of some years back. In a wider sphere one might have called her a wom­an of the world, with her un­ex­pect­ed bits of mod­ern knowl­edge, but Mrs. Todd’s wis­dom was an in­ti­ma­tion of truth it­self. She might be­long to any age, like an idyl of The­ocri­tus; but while she al­ways un­der­stood Mrs. Fos­dick, that en­ter­tain­ing pil­grim could not al­ways un­der­stand Mrs. Todd.

			That very first evening my friends plunged in­to a bor­der­less sea of rem­i­nis­cences and per­son­al news. Mrs. Fos­dick had been stay­ing with a fam­i­ly who owned the farm where she was born, and she had vis­it­ed ev­ery sun­ny knoll and shady field cor­ner; but when she said that it might be for the last time, I de­tect­ed in her tone some­thing ex­pec­tant of the con­tra­dic­tion which Mrs. Todd prompt­ly of­fered.

			“Almiry,” said Mrs. Fos­dick, with sad­ness, “you may say what you like, but I am one of nine broth­ers and sis­ters brought up on the old place, and we’re all dead but me.”

			“Your sis­ter Dai­ley ain’t gone, is she? Why, no, Louisa ain’t gone!” ex­claimed Mrs. Todd, with sur­prise. “Why, I nev­er heard of that oc­cur­rence!”

			“Yes’m; she passed away last Oc­to­ber, in Lynn. She had made her dis­tant home in Ver­mont State, but she was mak­ing a vis­it to her youngest daugh­ter. Louisa was the on­ly one of my fam­i­ly whose fu­ner­al I wasn’t able to at­tend, but ’twas a mere ac­ci­dent. All the rest of us were set­tled right about home. I thought it was very slack of ’em in Lynn not to fetch her to the old place; but when I came to hear about it, I learned that they’d re­cent­ly put up a very el­e­gant mon­u­ment, and my sis­ter Dai­ley was al­ways great for show. She’d just been out to see the mon­u­ment the week be­fore she was tak­en down, and ad­mired it so much that they felt sure of her wish­es.”

			“So she’s re­al­ly gone, and the fu­ner­al was up to Lynn!” re­peat­ed Mrs. Todd, as if to im­press the sad fact up­on her mind. “She was some years younger than we be, too. I rec­ol­lect the first day she ev­er came to school; ’twas that first year moth­er sent me in­shore to stay with aunt Topham’s folks and get my school­ing. You fetched lit­tle Louisa to school one Mon­day mornin’ in a pink dress an’ her long curls, and she set be­tween you an’ me, and got cryin’ af­ter a while, so the teach­er sent us home with her at re­cess.”

			“She was scared of see­ing so many chil­dren about her; there was on­ly her and me and broth­er John at home then; the old­er boys were to sea with fa­ther, an’ the rest of us wa’n’t born,” ex­plained Mrs. Fos­dick. “That next fall we all went to sea to­geth­er. Moth­er was un­cer­tain till the last minute, as one may say. The ship was wait­ing or­ders, but the ba­by that then was, was born just in time, and there was a long spell of ex­tra bad weath­er, so moth­er got about again be­fore they had to sail, an’ we all went. I re­mem­ber my clothes were all left ashore in the east cham­ber in a bas­ket where moth­er’d took them out o’ my chist o’ draw­ers an’ left ’em ready to car­ry aboard. She didn’t have noth­ing aboard, of her own, that she want­ed to cut up for me, so when my dress wore out she just put me in­to a spare suit o’ John’s, jack­et and trousers. I wasn’t but eight years old an’ he was most sev­en and large of his age. Quick as we made a port she went right ashore an’ fit­ted me out pret­ty, but we was bound for the East In­dies and didn’t put in any­where for a good while. So I had quite a spell o’ free­dom. Moth­er made my new skirt long be­cause I was grow­ing, and I poked about the deck af­ter that, re­al dis­cour­aged, feel­ing the hem at my heels ev­ery minute, and as if youth was past and gone. I liked the trousers best; I used to climb the rig­gin’ with ’em and fright­en moth­er till she said an’ vowed she’d nev­er take me to sea again.”

			I thought by the po­lite ab­sent­mind­ed smile on Mrs. Todd’s face this was no new sto­ry.

			“Lit­tle Louisa was a beau­ti­ful child; yes, I al­ways thought Louisa was very pret­ty,” Mrs. Todd said. “She was a dear lit­tle girl in those days. She fa­vored your moth­er; the rest of you took af­ter your fa­ther’s folks.”

			“We did cer­tain,” agreed Mrs. Fos­dick, rock­ing steadi­ly. “There, it does seem so pleas­ant to talk with an old ac­quain­tance that knows what you know. I see so many of these new folks nowa­days, that seem to have nei­ther past nor fu­ture. Con­ver­sa­tion’s got to have some root in the past, or else you’ve got to ex­plain ev­ery re­mark you make, an’ it wears a per­son out.”

			Mrs. Todd gave a fun­ny lit­tle laugh. “Yes’m, old friends is al­ways best, ’less you can catch a new one that’s fit to make an old one out of,” she said, and we gave an af­fec­tion­ate glance at each oth­er which Mrs. Fos­dick could not have un­der­stood, be­ing the lat­est com­er to the house.

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				Poor Joan­na

			
			One evening my ears caught a mys­te­ri­ous al­lu­sion which Mrs. Todd made to Shell-heap Is­land. It was a chilly night of cold north­east­er­ly rain, and I made a fire for the first time in the Franklin stove in my room, and begged my two house­mates to come in and keep me com­pa­ny. The weath­er had con­vinced Mrs. Todd that it was time to make a sup­ply of cough-drops, and she had been bring­ing forth herbs from dark and dry hid­ing-places, un­til now the pun­gent dust and odor of them had re­solved them­selves in­to one mighty fla­vor of spearmint that came from a sim­mer­ing caul­dron of syrup in the kitchen. She called it done, and well done, and had os­ten­ta­tious­ly left it to cool, and tak­en her knit­ting-work be­cause Mrs. Fos­dick was busy with hers. They sat in the two rock­ing-chairs, the small wom­an and the large one, but now and then I could see that Mrs. Todd’s thoughts re­mained with the cough-drops. The time of gath­er­ing herbs was near­ly over, but the time of syrups and cor­dials had be­gun.

			The heat of the open fire made us a lit­tle drowsy, but some­thing in the way Mrs. Todd spoke of Shell-heap Is­land waked my in­ter­est. I wait­ed to see if she would say any more, and then took a round­about way back to the sub­ject by say­ing what was first in my mind: that I wished the Green Is­land fam­i­ly were there to spend the evening with us—Mrs. Todd’s moth­er and her broth­er William.

			Mrs. Todd smiled, and drummed on the arm of the rock­ing-chair. “Might scare William to death,” she warned me; and Mrs. Fos­dick men­tioned her in­ten­tion of go­ing out to Green Is­land to stay two or three days, if the wind didn’t make too much sea.

			“Where is Shell-heap Is­land?” I ven­tured to ask, seiz­ing the op­por­tu­ni­ty.

			“Bears nor-east some­wheres about three miles from Green Is­land; right off­shore, I should call it about eight miles out,” said Mrs. Todd. “You nev­er was there, dear; ’tis off the thor­ough­fares, and a very bad place to land at best.”

			“I should think ’twas,” agreed Mrs. Fos­dick, smooth­ing down her black silk apron. “ ’Tis a place worth vis­itin’ when you once get there. Some o’ the old folks was kind o’ fear­ful about it. ’Twas ’count­ed a great place in old In­di­an times; you can pick up their stone tools ’most any time if you hunt about. There’s a beau­ti­ful spring o’ wa­ter, too. Yes, I re­mem­ber when they used to tell queer sto­ries about Shell-heap Is­land. Some said ’twas a great bange­ing-place for the In­di­ans, and an old chief resid­ed there once that ruled the winds; and oth­ers said they’d al­ways heard that once the In­di­ans come down from up coun­try an’ left a cap­tive there with­out any bo’t, an’ ’twas too far to swim across to Black Is­land, so called, an’ he lived there till he per­ished.”

			“I’ve heard say he walked the is­land af­ter that, and sharp-sight­ed folks could see him an’ lose him like one o’ them cit­i­zens Cap’n Lit­tlepage was ac­quaint­ed with up to the north pole,” an­nounced Mrs. Todd grim­ly. “Any­way, there was In­di­ans—you can see their shell-heap that named the is­land; and I’ve heard my­self that ’twas one o’ their can­ni­bal places, but I nev­er could be­lieve it. There nev­er was no can­ni­bals on the coast o’ Maine. All the In­di­ans o’ these re­gions are tame-look­ing folks.”

			“Sakes alive, yes!” ex­claimed Mrs. Fos­dick. “Ought to see them paint­ed sav­ages I’ve seen when I was young out in the South Sea Is­lands! That was the time for folks to trav­el, ’way back in the old whalin’ days!”

			“Whalin’ must have been dull for a la­dy, hard­ly ev­er makin’ a live­ly port, and not takin’ in any mixed car­goes,” said Mrs. Todd. “I nev­er de­sired to go a whalin’ v’y’ge my­self.”

			“I used to re­turn feel­in’ very slack an’ be­hind the times, ’tis true,” ex­plained Mrs. Fos­dick, “but ’twas ex­citin’, an’ we al­ways done ex­tra well, and felt rich when we did get ashore. I liked the va­ri­ety. There, how times have changed; how few sea­farin’ fam­i­lies there are left! What a lot o’ queer folks there used to be about here, any­way, when we was young, Almiry. Ev­ery­body’s just like ev­ery­body else, now; no­body to laugh about, and no­body to cry about.”

			It seemed to me that there were pe­cu­liar­i­ties of char­ac­ter in the re­gion of Dun­net Land­ing yet, but I did not like to in­ter­rupt.

			“Yes,” said Mrs. Todd af­ter a mo­ment of med­i­ta­tion, “there was cer­tain a good many cu­riosi­ties of hu­man natur’ in this neigh­bor­hood years ago. There was more en­er­gy then, and in some the en­er­gy took a sin­gu­lar turn. In these days the young folks is all copy­cats, ’fraid to death they won’t be all just alike; as for the old folks, they pray for the ad­van­tage o’ bein’ a lit­tle dif­fer­ent.”

			“I ain’t heard of a copy­cat this great many years,” said Mrs. Fos­dick, laugh­ing; “ ’twas a fa­vorite term o’ my grand­moth­er’s. No, I wa’n’t think­ing o’ those things, but of them strange stray­ing crea­tur’s that used to rove the coun­try. You don’t see them now, or the ones that used to hive away in their own hous­es with some strange no­tion or oth­er.”

			I thought again of Cap­tain Lit­tlepage, but my com­pan­ions were not re­mind­ed of his name; and there was broth­er William at Green Is­land, whom we all three knew.

			“I was talk­ing o’ poor Joan­na the oth­er day. I hadn’t thought of her for a great while,” said Mrs. Fos­dick abrupt­ly. “Mis’ Bray­ton an’ I re­called her as we sat to­geth­er sewing. She was one o’ your pe­cu­liar per­sons, wa’n’t she? Speak­ing of such per­sons,” she turned to ex­plain to me, “there was a sort of a nun or her­mit per­son lived out there for years all alone on Shell-heap Is­land. Miss Joan­na Todd, her name was—a cousin o’ Almiry’s late hus­band.”

			I ex­pressed my in­ter­est, but as I glanced at Mrs. Todd I saw that she was con­fused by sud­den af­fec­tion­ate feel­ing and un­mis­tak­able de­sire for ret­i­cence.

			“I nev­er want to hear Joan­na laughed about,” she said anx­ious­ly.

			“Nor I,” an­swered Mrs. Fos­dick re­as­sur­ing­ly. “She was crossed in love—that was all the mat­ter to be­gin with; but as I look back, I can see that Joan­na was one doomed from the first to fall in­to a melan­choly. She re­tired from the world for good an’ all, though she was a well-off wom­an. All she want­ed was to get away from folks; she thought she wasn’t fit to live with any­body, and want­ed to be free. Shell-heap Is­land come to her from her fa­ther, and first thing folks knew she’d gone off out there to live, and left word she didn’t want no com­pa­ny. ’Twas a bad place to get to, un­less the wind an’ tide were just right; ’twas hard work to make a land­ing.”

			“What time of year was this?” I asked.

			“Very late in the sum­mer,” said Mrs. Fos­dick. “No, I nev­er could laugh at Joan­na, as some did. She set ev­ery­thing by the young man, an’ they were go­ing to mar­ry in about a month, when he got be­witched with a girl ’way up the bay, and mar­ried her, and went off to Mass­a­chu­setts. He wasn’t well thought of—there were those who thought Joan­na’s mon­ey was what had tempt­ed him; but she’d giv­en him her whole heart, an’ she wa’n’t so young as she had been. All her hopes were built on mar­ryin’, an’ havin’ a re­al home and some­body to look to; she act­ed just like a bird when its nest is spoilt. The day af­ter she heard the news she was in dread­ful woe, but the next she came to her­self very qui­et, and took the horse and wag­on, and drove four­teen miles to the lawyer’s, and signed a pa­per givin’ her half of the farm to her broth­er. They nev­er had got along very well to­geth­er, but he didn’t want to sign it, till she act­ed so dis­tressed that he gave in. Ed­ward Todd’s wife was a good wom­an, who felt very bad in­deed, and used ev­ery ar­gu­ment with Joan­na; but Joan­na took a poor old boat that had been her fa­ther’s and lo’ded in a few things, and off she put all alone, with a good land breeze, right out to sea. Ed­ward Todd ran down to the beach, an’ stood there cryin’ like a boy to see her go, but she was out o’ hearin’. She nev­er stepped foot on the main­land again long as she lived.”

			“How large an is­land is it? How did she man­age in win­ter?” I asked.

			“Per­haps thir­ty acres, rocks and all,” an­swered Mrs. Todd, tak­ing up the sto­ry grave­ly. “There can’t be much of it that the salt spray don’t fly over in storms. No, ’tis a dread­ful small place to make a world of; it has a dif­fer­ent look from any of the oth­er is­lands, but there’s a shel­tered cove on the south side, with mud-flats across one end of it at low wa­ter where there’s ex­cel­lent clams, and the big shell-heap keeps some o’ the wind off a lit­tle house her fa­ther took the trou­ble to build when he was a young man. They said there was an old house built o’ logs there be­fore that, with a kind of nat­u­ral cel­lar in the rock un­der it. He used to stay out there days to a time, and an­chor a lit­tle sloop he had, and dig clams to fill it, and sail up to Port­land. They said the deal­ers al­ways gave him an ex­tra price, the clams were so not­ed. Joan­na used to go out and stay with him. They were al­ways great com­pan­ions, so she knew just what ’twas out there. There was a few sheep that be­longed to her broth­er an’ her, but she bar­gained for him to come and get them on the edge o’ cold weath­er. Yes, she de­sired him to come for the sheep; an’ his wife thought per­haps Joan­na’d re­turn, but he said no, an’ lo’ded the bo’t with warm things an’ what he thought she’d need through the win­ter. He come home with the sheep an’ left the oth­er things by the house, but she nev­er so much as looked out o’ the win­dow. She done it for a penance. She must have want­ed to see Ed­ward by that time.”

			Mrs. Fos­dick was fid­get­ing with ea­ger­ness to speak.

			“Some thought the first cold snap would set her ashore, but she al­ways re­mained,” con­clud­ed Mrs. Todd sober­ly.

			“Talk about the men not hav­ing any cu­rios­i­ty!” ex­claimed Mrs. Fos­dick scorn­ful­ly. “Why, the wa­ters round Shell-heap Is­land were white with sails all that fall. ’Twas nev­er called no great of a fishin’-ground be­fore. Many of ’em made ex­cuse to go ashore to get wa­ter at the spring; but at last she spoke to a bo’t-load, very dig­ni­fied and calm, and said that she’d like it bet­ter if they’d make a prac­tice of get­ting wa­ter to Black Is­land or some­wheres else and leave her alone, ex­cept in case of ac­ci­dent or trou­ble. But there was one man who had al­ways set ev­ery­thing by her from a boy. He’d have mar­ried her if the oth­er hadn’t come about an’ spoilt his chance, and he used to get close to the is­land, be­fore light, on his way out fishin’, and throw a lit­tle bun­dle way up the green slope front o’ the house. His sis­ter told me she hap­pened to see, the first time, what a pret­ty choice he made o’ use­ful things that a wom­an would feel lost with­out. He stood off fishin’, and could see them in the grass all day, though some­times she’d come out and walk right by them. There was oth­er bo’ts near, out af­ter mack­er­el. But ear­ly next morn­ing his present was gone. He didn’t pre­sume too much, but once he took her a nice firkin o’ things he got up to Port­land, and when spring come he land­ed her a hen and chick­ens in a nice lit­tle coop. There was a good many old friends had Joan­na on their minds.”

			“Yes,” said Mrs. Todd, los­ing her sad re­serve in the grow­ing sym­pa­thy of these rem­i­nis­cences. “How ev­ery­body used to no­tice whether there was smoke out of the chim­ney! The Black Is­land folks could see her with their spy­glass, and if they’d ev­er missed get­ting some sign o’ life they’d have sent no­tice to her folks. But af­ter the first year or two Joan­na was more and more for­got­ten as an ev­ery­day charge. Folks lived very sim­ple in those days, you know,” she con­tin­ued, as Mrs. Fos­dick’s knit­ting was tak­ing much thought at the mo­ment. “I ex­pect there was al­ways plen­ty of drift­wood thrown up, and a poor failin’ patch of spruces cov­ered all the north side of the is­land, so she al­ways had some­thing to burn. She was very fond of workin’ in the gar­den ashore, and that first sum­mer she be­gan to till the lit­tle field out there, and raised a nice par­cel o’ pota­toes. She could fish, o’ course, and there was all her clams an’ lob­sters. You can al­ways live well in any wild place by the sea when you’d starve to death up coun­try, ex­cept ’twas berry time. Joan­na had berries out there, black­ber­ries at least, and there was a few herbs in case she need­ed them. Mullein in great quan­ti­ties and a plant o’ worm­wood I re­mem­ber see­ing once when I stayed there, long be­fore she fled out to Shell-heap. Yes, I re­call the worm­wood, which is al­ways a plant­ed herb, so there must have been folks there be­fore the Todds’ day. A growin’ bush makes the best grave­stone; I ex­pect that worm­wood al­ways stood for some­body’s solemn mon­u­ment. Cat­nip, too, is a very en­durin’ herb about an old place.”

			“But what I want to know is what she did for oth­er things,” in­ter­rupt­ed Mrs. Fos­dick. “Almiry, what did she do for cloth­in’ when she need­ed to re­plen­ish, or risin’ for her bread, or the piece-bag that no wom­an can live long with­out?”

			“Or com­pa­ny,” sug­gest­ed Mrs. Todd. “Joan­na was one that loved her friends. There must have been a ter­ri­ble sight o’ long win­ter evenin’s that first year.”

			“There was her hens,” sug­gest­ed Mrs. Fos­dick, af­ter re­view­ing the melan­choly sit­u­a­tion. “She nev­er want­ed the sheep af­ter that first sea­son. There wa’n’t no prop­er pas­ture for sheep af­ter the June grass was past, and she as­cer­tained the fact and couldn’t bear to see them suf­fer; but the chick­ens done well. I re­mem­ber sailin’ by one spring af­ter­noon, an’ seein’ the coops out front o’ the house in the sun. How long was it be­fore you went out with the min­is­ter? You were the first ones that ev­er re­al­ly got ashore to see Joan­na.”

			I had been re­flect­ing up­on a state of so­ci­ety which ad­mit­ted such per­son­al free­dom and a vol­un­tary her­mitage. There was some­thing me­dieval in the be­hav­ior of poor Joan­na Todd un­der a dis­ap­point­ment of the heart. The two wom­en had drawn clos­er to­geth­er, and were talk­ing on, quite un­con­scious of a lis­ten­er.

			“Poor Joan­na!” said Mrs. Todd again, and sad­ly shook her head as if there were things one could not speak about.

			“I called her a great fool,” de­clared Mrs. Fos­dick, with spir­it, “but I pitied her then, and I pity her far more now. Some oth­er min­is­ter would have been a great help to her—one that preached self-for­get­ful­ness and doin’ for oth­ers to cure our own ills; but Par­son Dim­mick was a vague per­son, well meanin’, but very numb in his feel­in’s. I don’t sup­pose at that trou­bled time Joan­na could think of any way to mend her trou­bles ex­cept to run off and hide.”

			“Moth­er used to say she didn’t see how Joan­na lived with­out hav­ing no­body to do for, get­ting her own meals and tend­ing her own poor self day in an’ day out,” said Mrs. Todd sor­row­ful­ly.

			“There was the hens,” re­peat­ed Mrs. Fos­dick kind­ly. “I ex­pect she soon came to makin’ folks o’ them. No, I nev­er went to work to blame Joan­na, as some did. She was full o’ feel­ing, and her trou­bles hurt her more than she could bear. I see it all now as I couldn’t when I was young.”

			“I sup­pose in old times they had their shut-up con­vents for just such folks,” said Mrs. Todd, as if she and her friend had dis­agreed about Joan­na once, and were now in hap­py har­mo­ny. She seemed to speak with new open­ness and free­dom. “Oh yes, I was on­ly too pleased when the Rev­erend Mr. Dim­mick in­vit­ed me to go out with him. He hadn’t been very long in the place when Joan­na left home and friends. ’Twas one day that next sum­mer af­ter she went, and I had been mar­ried ear­ly in the spring. He felt that he ought to go out and vis­it her. She was a mem­ber of the church, and might wish to have him con­sid­er her spir­i­tu­al state. I wa’n’t so sure o’ that, but I al­ways liked Joan­na, and I’d come to be her cousin by mar­riage. Nathan an’ I had con­versed about goin’ out to pay her a vis­it, but he got his chance to sail soon­er’n he ex­pect­ed. He al­ways thought ev­ery­thing of her, and last time he come home, know­ing noth­ing of her change, he brought her a beau­ti­ful coral pin from a port he’d touched at some­wheres up the Mediter­ranean. So I wrapped the lit­tle box in a nice piece of pa­per and put it in my pock­et, and picked her a bunch of fresh lemon balm, and off we start­ed.”

			Mrs. Fos­dick laughed. “I re­mem­ber hearin’ about your tri­als on the v’y’ge,” she said.

			“Why, yes,” con­tin­ued Mrs. Todd in her com­pa­ny man­ner. “I picked her the balm, an’ we start­ed. Why, yes, Su­san, the min­is­ter liked to have cost me my life that day. He would fas­ten the sheet, though I ad­vised against it. He said the rope was rough an’ cut his hand. There was a fresh breeze, an’ he went on talk­ing rather high flown, an’ I felt some in­ter­est­ed. All of a sud­den there come up a gust, and he gave a screech and stood right up and called for help, ’way out there to sea. I knocked him right over in­to the bot­tom o’ the bo’t, get­ting by to catch hold of the sheet an’ un­tie it. He wasn’t but a lit­tle man; I helped him right up af­ter the squall passed, and made a hand­some apol­o­gy to him, but he did act kind o’ of­fend­ed.”

			“I do think they ought not to set­tle them land­locked folks in parish­es where they’re li­able to be on the wa­ter,” in­sist­ed Mrs. Fos­dick. “Think of the fam­i­lies in our parish that was scat­tered all about the bay, and what a sight o’ sails you used to see, in Mr. Dim­mick’s day, stand­ing across to the main­land on a pleas­ant Sun­day morn­ing, filled with church­go­ing folks, all sure to want him some time or oth­er! You couldn’t find no doc­tor that would stand up in the boat and screech if a flaw struck her.”

			“Old Dr. Ben­nett had a beau­ti­ful sail­boat, didn’t he?” re­spond­ed Mrs. Todd. “And how well he used to brave the weath­er! Moth­er al­ways said that in time o’ trou­ble that tall white sail used to look like an an­gel’s wing comin’ over the sea to them that was in pain. Well, there’s a dif­fer­ence in gifts. Mr. Dim­mick was not with­out light.”

			“ ’Twas light o’ the moon, then,” snapped Mrs. Fos­dick; “he was pompous enough, but I nev­er could re­mem­ber a sin­gle word he said. There, go on, Mis’ Todd; I for­get a great deal about that day you went to see poor Joan­na.”

			“I felt she saw us com­ing, and knew us a great way off; yes, I seemed to feel it with­in me,” said our friend, lay­ing down her knit­ting. “I kept my seat, and took the bo’t in­shore with­out say­ing a word; there was a short chan­nel that I was sure Mr. Dim­mick wasn’t ac­quaint­ed with, and the tide was very low. She nev­er came out to warn us off nor any­thing, and I thought, as I hauled the bo’t up on a wave and let the Rev­erend Mr. Dim­mick step out, that it was some­thin’ gained to be safe ashore. There was a lit­tle smoke out o’ the chim­ney o’ Joan­na’s house, and it did look sort of home­like and pleas­ant with wild mornin’-glo­ry vines trained up; an’ there was a plot o’ flow­ers un­der the front win­dow, por­tu­la­cas and things. I be­lieve she’d made a gar­den once, when she was stop­ping there with her fa­ther, and some things must have seed­ed in. It looked as if she might have gone over to the oth­er side of the is­land. ’Twas neat and pret­ty all about the house, and a love­ly day in Ju­ly. We walked up from the beach to­geth­er very se­date, and I felt for poor Nathan’s lit­tle pin to see if ’twas safe in my dress pock­et. All of a sud­den Joan­na come right to the fore door and stood there, not sayin’ a word.”

		
	
		
			
				XIV

				The Her­mitage

			
			My com­pan­ion and I had been so in­tent up­on the sub­ject of the con­ver­sa­tion that we had not heard any­one open the gate, but at this mo­ment, above the noise of the rain, we heard a loud knock­ing. We were all star­tled as we sat by the fire, and Mrs. Todd rose hasti­ly and went to an­swer the call, leav­ing her rock­ing-chair in vi­o­lent mo­tion. Mrs. Fos­dick and I heard an anx­ious voice at the door speak­ing of a sick child, and Mrs. Todd’s kind, moth­er­ly voice invit­ing the mes­sen­ger in: then we wait­ed in si­lence. There was a sound of heavy drop­ping of rain from the eaves, and the dis­tant roar and un­der­tone of the sea. My thoughts flew back to the lone­ly wom­an on her out­er is­land; what sep­a­ra­tion from hu­mankind she must have felt, what ter­ror and sad­ness, even in a sum­mer storm like this!

			“You send right af­ter the doc­tor if she ain’t bet­ter in half an hour,” said Mrs. Todd to her wor­ried cus­tomer as they part­ed; and I felt a warm sense of com­fort in the ev­i­dent re­sources of even so small a neigh­bor­hood, but for the poor her­mit Joan­na there was no neigh­bor on a win­ter night.

			“How did she look?” de­mand­ed Mrs. Fos­dick, with­out pref­ace, as our large host­ess re­turned to the lit­tle room with a mist about her from stand­ing long in the wet door­way, and the sud­den draught of her com­ing beat out the smoke and flame from the Franklin stove. “How did poor Joan­na look?”

			“She was the same as ev­er, ex­cept I thought she looked small­er,” an­swered Mrs. Todd af­ter think­ing a mo­ment; per­haps it was on­ly a last con­sid­er­ing thought about her pa­tient. “Yes, she was just the same, and looked very nice, Joan­na did. I had been mar­ried since she left home, an’ she treat­ed me like her own folks. I ex­pect­ed she’d look strange, with her hair turned gray in a night or some­thin’, but she wore a pret­ty ging­ham dress I’d of­ten seen her wear be­fore she went away; she must have kept it nice for best in the af­ter­noons. She al­ways had beau­ti­ful, qui­et man­ners. I re­mem­ber she wait­ed till we were close to her, and then kissed me re­al af­fec­tion­ate, and in­quired for Nathan be­fore she shook hands with the min­is­ter, and then she in­vit­ed us both in. ’Twas the same lit­tle house her fa­ther had built him when he was a bach­e­lor, with one livin’-room, and a lit­tle mite of a bed­room out of it where she slept, but ’twas neat as a ship’s cab­in. There was some old chairs, an’ a seat made of a long box that might have held boat tack­le an’ things to lock up in his fishin’ days, and a good enough stove so any­body could cook and keep warm in cold weath­er. I went over once from home and stayed ’most a week with Joan­na when we was girls, and those young hap­py days rose up be­fore me. Her fa­ther was busy all day fishin’ or clam­min’; he was one o’ the pleas­an­test men in the world, but Joan­na’s moth­er had the grim streak, and nev­er knew what ’twas to be hap­py. The first minute my eyes fell up­on Joan­na’s face that day I saw how she had grown to look like Mis’ Todd. ’Twas the moth­er right over again.”

			“Oh dear me!” said Mrs. Fos­dick.

			“Joan­na had done one thing very pret­ty. There was a lit­tle piece o’ swamp on the is­land where good rush­es grew plen­ty, and she’d gath­ered ’em, and braid­ed some beau­ti­ful mats for the floor and a thick cush­ion for the long bunk. She’d showed a good deal of in­ven­tion; you see there was a nice chance to pick up pieces o’ wood and boards that drove ashore, and she’d made good use o’ what she found. There wasn’t no clock, but she had a few dish­es on a shelf, and flow­ers set about in shells fixed to the walls, so it did look sort of home­like, though so lone­ly and poor. I couldn’t keep the tears out o’ my eyes, I felt so sad. I said to my­self, I must get moth­er to come over an’ see Joan­na; the love in moth­er’s heart would warm her, an’ she might be able to ad­vise.”

			“Oh no, Joan­na was dread­ful stern,” said Mrs. Fos­dick.

			“We were all set­tin’ down very prop­er, but Joan­na would keep stealin’ glances at me as if she was glad I come. She had but lit­tle to say; she was re­al po­lite an’ gen­tle, and yet for­bid­din’. The min­is­ter found it hard,” con­fessed Mrs. Todd; “he got em­bar­rassed, an’ when he put on his au­thor­i­ty and asked her if she felt to en­joy re­li­gion in her present sit­u­a­tion, an’ she replied that she must be ex­cused from an­swerin’, I thought I should fly. She might have made it eas­i­er for him; af­ter all, he was the min­is­ter and had tak­en some trou­ble to come out, though ’twas kind of cold an’ un­feel­in’ the way he in­quired. I thought he might have seen the lit­tle old Bible a-layin’ on the shelf close by him, an’ I wished he knew enough to just lay his hand on it an’ read some­thin’ kind an’ fa­ther­ly ’stead of ac­cusin’ her, an’ then giv­en poor Joan­na his blessin’ with the hope she might be led to com­fort. He did of­fer prayer, but ’twas all about hearin’ the voice o’ God out o’ the whirl­wind; and I thought while he was goin’ on that any­body that had spent the long cold win­ter all alone out on Shell-heap Is­land knew a good deal more about those things than he did. I got so pro­voked I opened my eyes and stared right at him.

			“She didn’t take no no­tice, she kep’ a nice re­spect­ful man­ner to­wards him, and when there come a pause she asked if he had any in­ter­est about the old In­di­an re­mains, and took down some queer stone gouges and ham­mers off of one of her shelves and showed them to him same’s if he was a boy. He re­marked that he’d like to walk over an’ see the shell-heap; so she went right to the door and point­ed him the way. I see then that she’d made her some kind o’ san­dal-shoes out o’ the fine rush­es to wear on her feet; she stepped light an’ nice in ’em as shoes.”

			Mrs. Fos­dick leaned back in her rock­ing-chair and gave a heavy sigh.

			“I didn’t move at first, but I’d held out just as long as I could,” said Mrs. Todd, whose voice trem­bled a lit­tle. “When Joan­na re­turned from the door, an’ I could see that man’s stupid back de­partin’ among the wild rose bush­es, I just ran to her an’ caught her in my arms. I wasn’t so big as I be now, and she was old­er than me, but I hugged her tight, just as if she was a child. ‘Oh, Joan­na dear,’ I says, ‘won’t you come ashore an’ live ’long o’ me at the Landin’, or go over to Green Is­land to moth­er’s when win­ter comes? No­body shall trou­ble you an’ moth­er finds it hard bein’ alone. I can’t bear to leave you here’—and I burst right out cry­ing. I’d had my own tri­als, young as I was, an’ she knew it. Oh, I did en­treat her; yes, I en­treat­ed Joan­na.”

			“What did she say then?” asked Mrs. Fos­dick, much moved.

			“She looked the same way, sad an’ re­mote through it all,” said Mrs. Todd mourn­ful­ly. “She took hold of my hand, and we sat down close to­geth­er; ’twas as if she turned round an’ made a child of me. ‘I haven’t got no right to live with folks no more,’ she said. ‘You must nev­er ask me again, Almiry: I’ve done the on­ly thing I could do, and I’ve made my choice. I feel a great com­fort in your kind­ness, but I don’t de­serve it. I have com­mit­ted the un­par­don­able sin; you don’t un­der­stand,’ says she humbly. ‘I was in great wrath and trou­ble, and my thoughts was so wicked to­wards God that I can’t ex­pect ev­er to be for­giv­en. I have come to know what it is to have pa­tience, but I have lost my hope. You must tell those that ask how ’tis with me,’ she said, ‘an’ tell them I want to be alone.’ I couldn’t speak; no, there wa’n’t any­thing I could say, she seemed so above ev­ery­thing com­mon. I was a good deal younger then than I be now, and I got Nathan’s lit­tle coral pin out o’ my pock­et and put it in­to her hand; and when she saw it and I told her where it come from, her face did re­al­ly light up for a minute, sort of bright an’ pleas­ant. ‘Nathan an’ I was al­ways good friends; I’m glad he don’t think hard of me,’ says she. ‘I want you to have it, Almiry, an’ wear it for love o’ both o’ us,’ and she hand­ed it back to me. ‘You give my love to Nathan—he’s a dear good man,’ she said; ‘an’ tell your moth­er, if I should be sick she mustn’t wish I could get well, but I want her to be the one to come.’ Then she seemed to have said all she want­ed to, as if she was done with the world, and we sat there a few min­utes longer to­geth­er. It was re­al sweet and qui­et ex­cept for a good many birds and the sea rollin’ up on the beach; but at last she rose, an’ I did too, and she kissed me and held my hand in hers a minute, as if to say good­bye; then she turned and went right away out o’ the door and dis­ap­peared.

			“The min­is­ter come back pret­ty soon, and I told him I was all ready, and we start­ed down to the bo’t. He had picked up some round stones and things and was car­ry­ing them in his pock­et-hand­ker­chief; an’ he sat down amid­ships with­out mak­ing any ques­tion, and let me take the rud­der an’ work the bo’t, an’ made no re­marks for some time, un­til we sort of eased it off speak­ing of the weath­er, an’ sub­jects that arose as we skirt­ed Black Is­land, where two or three fam­i­lies lived be­lon­gin’ to the parish. He preached next Sab­bath as usu­al, some­thin’ high soundin’ about the cre­ation, and I couldn’t help thinkin’ he might nev­er get no fur­ther; he seemed to know no reme­dies, but he had a great use of words.”

			Mrs. Fos­dick sighed again. “Hearin’ you tell about Joan­na brings the time right back as if ’twas yes­ter­day,” she said. “Yes, she was one o’ them poor things that talked about the great sin; we don’t seem to hear noth­ing about the un­par­don­able sin now, but you may say ’twas not un­com­mon then.”

			“I ex­pect that if it had been in these days, such a per­son would be plagued to death with idle folks,” con­tin­ued Mrs. Todd, af­ter a long pause. “As it was, no­body tres­passed on her; all the folks about the bay re­spect­ed her an’ her feel­ings; but as time wore on, af­ter you left here, one af­ter an­oth­er ven­tured to make oc­ca­sion to put some­thin’ ashore for her if they went that way. I know moth­er used to go to see her some­times, and send William over now and then with some­thing fresh an’ nice from the farm. There is a point on the shel­tered side where you can lay a boat close to shore an’ land any­thing safe on the turf out o’ reach o’ the wa­ter. There were one or two oth­ers, old folks, that she would see, and now an’ then she’d hail a passin’ boat an’ ask for some­thin’; and moth­er got her to prom­ise that she would make some sign to the Black Is­land folks if she want­ed help. I nev­er saw her my­self to speak to af­ter that day.”

			“I ex­pect nowa­days, if such a thing hap­pened, she’d have gone out West to her un­cle’s folks or up to Mass­a­chu­setts and had a change, an’ come home good as new. The world’s big­ger an’ freer than it used to be,” urged Mrs. Fos­dick.

			“No,” said her friend. “ ’Tis like bad eye­sight, the mind of such a per­son: if your eyes don’t see right there may be a rem­e­dy, but there’s no kind of glass­es to rem­e­dy the mind. No, Joan­na was Joan­na, and there she lays on her is­land where she lived and did her poor penance. She told moth­er the day she was dyin’ that she al­ways used to want to be fetched in­shore when it come to the last; but she’d thought it over, and de­sired to be laid on the is­land, if ’twas thought right. So the fu­ner­al was out there, a Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon in Sep­tem­ber. ’Twas a pret­ty day, and there wa’n’t hard­ly a boat on the coast with­in twen­ty miles that didn’t head for Shell-heap cram-full o’ folks an’ all re­al re­spect­ful, same’s if she’d al­ways stayed ashore and held her friends. Some went out o’ mere cu­rios­i­ty, I don’t doubt—there’s al­ways such to ev­ery fu­ner­al; but most had re­al feel­in’, and went pur­pose to show it. She’d got most o’ the wild spar­rows as tame as could be, livin’ out there so long among ’em, and one flew right in and lit on the cof­fin an’ be­gun to sing while Mr. Dim­mick was speakin’. He was put out by it, an’ act­ed as if he didn’t know whether to stop or go on. I may have been prej­u­diced, but I wa’n’t the on­ly one thought the poor lit­tle bird done the best of the two.”

			“What be­came o’ the man that treat­ed her so, did you ev­er hear?” asked Mrs. Fos­dick. “I know he lived up to Mass­a­chu­setts for a while. Some­body who came from the same place told me that he was in trade there an’ doin’ very well, but that was years ago.”

			“I nev­er heard any­thing more than that; he went to the war in one o’ the ear­ly reg­i­ments. No, I nev­er heard any more of him,” an­swered Mrs. Todd. “Joan­na was an­oth­er sort of per­son, and per­haps he showed good judg­ment in mar­ryin’ some­body else, if on­ly he’d be­haved straight­for­ward and man­ly. He was a shifty-eyed, coax­in’ sort of man, that got what he want­ed out o’ folks, an’ on­ly gave when he want­ed to buy, made friends easy and lost ’em with­out knowin’ the dif­fer­ence. She’d had a piece o’ work tryin’ to make him walk ac­cordin’ to her right ideas, but she’d have had too much va­ri­ety ev­er to fall in­to a melan­choly. Some is meant to be the Joan­nas in this world, an’ ’twas her poor lot.”

		
	
		
			
				XV

				On Shell-Heap Is­land

			
			Some time af­ter Mrs. Fos­dick’s vis­it was over and we had re­turned to our for­mer quiet­ness, I was out sail­ing alone with Cap­tain Bow­den in his large boat. We were tak­ing the crooked north­east­er­ly chan­nel sea­ward, and were well out from shore while it was still ear­ly in the af­ter­noon. I found my­self present­ly among some un­fa­mil­iar is­lands, and sud­den­ly re­mem­bered the sto­ry of poor Joan­na. There is some­thing in the fact of a her­mitage that can­not fail to touch the imag­i­na­tion; the reclus­es are a sad kin­dred, but they are nev­er com­mon­place. Mrs. Todd had tru­ly said that Joan­na was like one of the saints in the desert; the lone­li­ness of sor­row will for­ev­er keep alive their sad suc­ces­sion.

			“Where is Shell-heap Is­land?” I asked ea­ger­ly.

			“You see Shell-heap now, layin’ ’way out be­yond Black Is­land there,” an­swered the cap­tain, point­ing with out­stretched arm as he stood, and hold­ing the rud­der with his knee.

			“I should like very much to go there,” said I, and the cap­tain, with­out com­ment, changed his course a lit­tle more to the east­ward and let the reef out of his main­sail.

			“I don’t know’s we can make an easy landin’ for ye,” he re­marked doubt­ful­ly. “May get your feet wet; bad place to land. Trou­ble is I ought to have brought a tag-boat; but they clutch on to the wa­ter so, an’ I do love to sail free. This gre’t boat gets easy both­ered with any­thing trailin’. ’Tain’t breakin’ much on the meetin’-house ledges; guess I can fetch in to Shell-heap.”

			“How long is it since Miss Joan­na Todd died?” I asked, part­ly by way of ex­pla­na­tion.

			“Twen­ty-two years come Sep­tem­ber,” an­swered the cap­tain, af­ter re­flec­tion. “She died the same year as my old­est boy was born, an’ the town house was burnt over to the Port. I didn’t know but you mere­ly want­ed to hunt for some o’ them In­di­an relics. Long’s you want to see where Joan­na lived—No, ’tain’t breakin’ over the ledges; we’ll man­age to fetch across the shoals some­how, ’tis such a dis­tance to go ’way round, and tide’s a-risin’,” he end­ed hope­ful­ly, and we sailed steadi­ly on, the cap­tain speech­less with in­tent watch­ing of a dif­fi­cult course, un­til the small is­land with its low whitish promon­to­ry lay in full view be­fore us un­der the bright af­ter­noon sun.

			The month was Au­gust, and I had seen the col­or of the is­lands change from the fresh green of June to a sun­burnt brown that made them look like stone, ex­cept where the dark green of the spruces and fir bal­sam kept the tint that even win­ter storms might deep­en, but not fade. The few wind-bent trees on Shell-heap Is­land were most­ly dead and gray, but there were some low-grow­ing bush­es, and a stripe of light green ran along just above the shore, which I knew to be wild morn­ing-glo­ries. As we came close I could see the high stone walls of a small square field, though there were no sheep left to as­sail it; and be­low, there was a lit­tle har­bor-like cove where Cap­tain Bow­den was bold­ly run­ning the great boat in to seek a land­ing-place. There was a crooked chan­nel of deep wa­ter which led close up against the shore.

			“There, you hold fast for’ard there, an’ wait for her to lift on the wave. You’ll make a good landin’ if you’re smart; right on the port-hand side!” the cap­tain called ex­cit­ed­ly; and I, stand­ing ready with high am­bi­tion, seized my chance and leaped over to the grassy bank.

			“I’m beat if I ain’t aground af­ter all!” mourned the cap­tain de­spon­dent­ly.

			But I could reach the bowsprit, and he pushed with the boat-hook, while the wind veered round a lit­tle as if on pur­pose and helped with the sail; so present­ly the boat was free and be­gan to drift out from shore.

			“Used to call this p’int Joan­na’s wharf priv­i­lege, but ’t has worn away in the weath­er since her time. I thought one or two bumps wouldn’t hurt us none—paint’s got to be re­newed, any­way—but I nev­er thought she’d tetch. I fig­ured on shyin’ by,” the cap­tain apol­o­gized. “She’s too gre’t a boat to han­dle well in here; but I used to sort of shy by in Joan­na’s day, an’ cast a lit­tle some­thin’ ashore—some ap­ples or a cou­ple o’ pears if I had ’em—on the grass, where she’d be sure to see.”

			I stood watch­ing while Cap­tain Bow­den clev­er­ly found his way back to deep­er wa­ter. “You needn’t make no haste,” he called to me; “I’ll keep with­in call. Joan­na lays right up there in the far cor­ner o’ the field. There used to be a path led to the place. I al­ways knew her well. I was out here to the fu­ner­al.”

			I found the path; it was touch­ing to dis­cov­er that this lone­ly spot was not with­out its pil­grims. Lat­er gen­er­a­tions will know less and less of Joan­na her­self, but there are paths trod­den to the shrines of soli­tude the world over—the world can­not for­get them, try as it may; the feet of the young find them out be­cause of cu­rios­i­ty and dim fore­bod­ing; while the old bring hearts full of re­mem­brance. This plain an­chorite had been one of those whom sor­row made too lone­ly to brave the sight of men, too timid to front the sim­ple world she knew, yet valiant enough to live alone with her poor in­sis­tent hu­man na­ture and the calms and pas­sions of the sea and sky.

			The birds were fly­ing all about the field; they flut­tered up out of the grass at my feet as I walked along, so tame that I liked to think they kept some hap­py tra­di­tion from sum­mer to sum­mer of the safe­ty of nests and good fel­low­ship of mankind. Poor Joan­na’s house was gone ex­cept the stones of its foun­da­tions, and there was lit­tle trace of her flow­er gar­den ex­cept a sin­gle fad­ed sprig of much-en­dur­ing French pinks, which a great bee and a yel­low but­ter­fly were be­friend­ing to­geth­er. I drank at the spring, and thought that now and then some­one would fol­low me from the busy, hard-worked, and sim­ple-thought­ed coun­try­side of the main­land, which lay dim and dream­like in the Au­gust haze, as Joan­na must have watched it many a day. There was the world, and here was she with eter­ni­ty well be­gun. In the life of each of us, I said to my­self, there is a place re­mote and is­land­ed, and giv­en to end­less re­gret or se­cret hap­pi­ness; we are each the un­com­pan­ioned her­mit and recluse of an hour or a day; we un­der­stand our fel­lows of the cell to what­ev­er age of his­to­ry they may be­long.

			But as I stood alone on the is­land, in the sea-breeze, sud­den­ly there came a sound of dis­tant voic­es; gay voic­es and laugh­ter from a plea­sure-boat that was go­ing sea­ward full of boys and girls. I knew, as if she had told me, that poor Joan­na must have heard the like on many and many a sum­mer af­ter­noon, and must have wel­comed the good cheer in spite of hope­less­ness and win­ter weath­er, and all the sor­row and dis­ap­point­ment in the world.

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				The Great Ex­pe­di­tion

			
			Mrs. Todd nev­er by any chance gave warn­ing over night of her great projects and ad­ven­tures by sea and land. She first came to an un­der­stand­ing with the pri­mal forces of na­ture, and nev­er trust­ed to any pre­lim­i­nary prom­ise of good weath­er, but ex­am­ined the day for her­self in its in­fan­cy. Then, if the stars were pro­pi­tious, and the wind blew from a quar­ter of good in­her­i­tance whence no sur­pris­es of sea-turns or south­west sul­tri­ness might be feared, long be­fore I was fair­ly awake I used to hear a rus­tle and knock­ing like a great mouse in the walls, and an im­pa­tient tread on the steep gar­ret stairs that led to Mrs. Todd’s chief place of stor­age. She went and came as if she had al­ready start­ed on her ex­pe­di­tion with ut­most haste and kept re­turn­ing for some­thing that was for­got­ten. When I ap­peared in quest of my break­fast, she would be ab­sent­mind­ed and spar­ing of speech, as if I had dis­pleased her, and she was now, by main force of prin­ci­ple, hold­ing her­self back from al­ter­ca­tion and strife of tongues.

			These signs of a change be­came fa­mil­iar to me in the course of time, and Mrs. Todd hard­ly no­ticed some plain proofs of div­ina­tion one Au­gust morn­ing when I said, with­out pref­ace, that I had just seen the Beg­gs’ best chaise go by, and that we should have to take the gro­cery. Mrs. Todd was alert in a mo­ment.

			“There! I might have known!” she ex­claimed. “It’s the 15th of Au­gust, when he goes and gets his mon­ey. He heired an an­nu­ity from an un­cle o’ his on his moth­er’s side. I un­der­stood the un­cle said none o’ Sam Begg’s wife’s folks should make free with it, so af­ter Sam’s gone it’ll all be past an’ spent, like last sum­mer. That’s what Sam pros­pers on now, if you can call it pros­perin’. Yes, I might have known. ’Tis the 15th o’ Au­gust with him, an’ he gen­er’ly stops to din­ner with a cousin’s wid­ow on the way home. Feb’uary n’ Au­gust is the times. Takes him ’bout all day to go an’ come.”

			I heard this ex­pla­na­tion with in­ter­est. The tone of Mrs. Todd’s voice was com­plain­ing at the last.

			“I like the gro­cery just as well as the chaise,” I has­tened to say, re­fer­ring to a long-bod­ied high wag­on with a canopy-top, like an at­ten­u­at­ed four-post­ed bed­stead on wheels, in which we some­times jour­neyed. “We can put things in be­hind—roots and flow­ers and rasp­ber­ries, or any­thing you are go­ing af­ter—much bet­ter than if we had the chaise.”

			Mrs. Todd looked stony and un­will­ing. “I count­ed up­on the chaise,” she said, turn­ing her back to me, and rough­ly push­ing back all the qui­et tum­blers on the cup­board shelf as if they had been im­per­ti­nent. “Yes, I de­sired the chaise for once. I ain’t goin’ berryin’ nor to fetch home no more wilt­ed veg­e­ta­tion this year. Sea­son’s about past, ex­cept for a poor few o’ late things,” she added in a milder tone. “I’m goin’ up coun­try. No, I ain’t in­tendin’ to go berryin’. I’ve been plot­tin’ for it the past fort­night and hopin’ for a good day.”

			“Would you like to have me go too?” I asked frankly, but not with­out a hum­ble fear that I might have mis­tak­en the pur­pose of this lat­est plan.

			“Oh cer­tain, dear!” an­swered my friend af­fec­tion­ate­ly. “Oh no, I nev­er thought o’ any­one else for comp’ny, if it’s con­ve­nient for you, long’s poor moth­er ain’t come. I ain’t noth­in’ like so handy with a con­veyance as I be with a good bo’t. Comes o’ my ear­ly bring­ing-up. I ex­pect we’ve got to make that great high wag­on do. The tires want set­tin’ and ’tis all loose-joint­ed, so I can hear it shack­le the oth­er side o’ the ridge. We’ll put the bas­ket in front. I ain’t goin’ to have it bouncin’ an’ twirlin’ all the way. Why, I’ve been makin’ some nice hearts and rounds to car­ry.”

			These were signs of high fes­tiv­i­ty, and my in­ter­est deep­ened mo­ment by mo­ment.

			“I’ll go down to the Beg­gs’ and get the horse just as soon as I fin­ish my break­fast,” said I. “Then we can start when­ev­er you are ready.”

			Mrs. Todd looked cloudy again. “I don’t know but you look nice enough to go just as you be,” she sug­gest­ed doubt­ful­ly. “No, you wouldn’t want to wear that pret­ty blue dress o’ yourn ’way up coun­try. ’Taint dusty now, but it may be comin’ home. No, I ex­pect you’d rather not wear that and the oth­er hat.”

			“Oh yes. I shouldn’t think of wear­ing these clothes,” said I, with sud­den il­lu­mi­na­tion. “Why, if we’re go­ing up coun­try and are like­ly to see some of your friends, I’ll put on my blue dress, and you must wear your watch; I am not go­ing at all if you mean to wear the big hat.”

			“Now you’re be­havin’ pret­ty,” re­spond­ed Mrs. Todd, with a gay toss of her head and a cheer­ful smile, as she came across the room, bring­ing a saucer­ful of wild rasp­ber­ries, a pret­ty piece of sal­vage from sup­per­time. “I was cast down when I see you come to break­fast. I didn’t think ’twas just what you’d se­lect to wear to the re­union, where you’re goin’ to meet ev­ery­body.”

			“What re­union do you mean?” I asked, not with­out amaze­ment. “Not the Bow­den Fam­i­ly’s? I thought that was go­ing to take place in Sep­tem­ber.”

			“To­day’s the day. They sent word the mid­dle o’ the week. I thought you might have heard of it. Yes, they changed the day. I been thinkin’ we’d talk it over, but you nev­er can tell be­fore­hand how it’s goin’ to be, and ’taint worth while to wear a day all out be­fore it comes.” Mrs. Todd gave no place to the plea­sures of an­tic­i­pa­tion, but she spoke like the or­a­cle that she was. “I wish moth­er was here to go,” she con­tin­ued sad­ly. “I did look for her last night, and I couldn’t keep back the tears when the dark re­al­ly fell and she wa’n’t here, she does so en­joy a great oc­ca­sion. If William had a mite o’ snap an’ am­bi­tion, he’d take the lead at such a time. Moth­er likes va­ri­ety, and there ain’t but a few nice op­por­tu­ni­ties ’round here, an’ them she has to miss ’less she con­trives to get ashore to me. I do re’lly hate to go to the re­union with­out moth­er, an’ ’tis a beau­ti­ful day; ev­ery­body’ll be ask­ing where she is. Once she’d have got here any­way. Poor moth­er’s be­gin­nin’ to feel her age.”

			“Why, there’s your moth­er now!” I ex­claimed with joy, I was so glad to see the dear old soul again. “I hear her voice at the gate.” But Mrs. Todd was out of the door be­fore me.

			There, sure enough, stood Mrs. Black­ett, who must have left Green Is­land be­fore day­light. She had climbed the steep road from the wa­ter­side so ea­ger­ly that she was out of breath, and was stand­ing by the gar­den fence to rest. She held an old-fash­ioned brown wick­er cap-bas­ket in her hand, as if vis­it­ing were a thing of ev­ery day, and looked up at us as pleased and tri­umphant as a child.

			“Oh, what a poor, plain gar­den! Hard­ly a flow­er in it ex­cept your bush o’ balm!” she said. “But you do keep your gar­den neat, Almiry. Are you both well, an’ goin’ up coun­try with me?” She came a step or two clos­er to meet us, with quaint po­lite­ness and quite as de­light­ful as if she were at home. She dropped a quick lit­tle curt­sey be­fore Mrs. Todd.

			“There, moth­er, what a girl you be! I am so pleased! I was just be­wailin’ you,” said the daugh­ter, with un­wont­ed feel­ing. “I was just be­wailin’ you, I was so dis­ap­point­ed, an’ I kep’ my­self awake a good piece o’ the night scoldin’ poor William. I watched for the boat till I was ready to shed tears yis­ter­day, and when ’twas comin’ dark I kep’ mak­ing er­rands out to the gate an’ down the road to see if you wa’n’t in the dol­drums some­where down the bay.”

			“There was a head­wind, as you know,” said Mrs. Black­ett, giv­ing me the cap-bas­ket, and hold­ing my hand af­fec­tion­ate­ly as we walked up the clean-swept path to the door. “I was part­ly ready to come, but dear William said I should be all tired out and might get cold, havin’ to beat all the way in. So we give it up, and set down and spent the evenin’ to­geth­er. It was a lit­tle rough and windy out­side, and I guess ’twas bet­ter judg­ment; we went to bed very ear­ly and made a good start just at day­light. It’s been a love­ly mornin’ on the wa­ter. William thought he’d bet­ter fetch across be­yond Bird Rocks, rowin’ the greater part o’ the way; then we sailed from there right over to the landin’, makin’ on­ly one tack. William’ll be in again for me to­mor­row, so I can come back here an’ rest me over night, an’ go to meetin’ to­mor­row, and have a nice, good vis­it.”

			“She was just havin’ her break­fast,” said Mrs. Todd, who had lis­tened ea­ger­ly to the long ex­pla­na­tion with­out a word of dis­ap­proval, while her face shone more and more with joy. “You just sit right down an’ have a cup of tea and rest you while we make our prepa­ra­tions. Oh, I am so grat­i­fied to think you’ve come! Yes, she was just havin’ her break­fast, and we were speakin’ of you. Where’s William?”

			“He went right back; said he ex­pect­ed some schooners in about noon af­ter bait, but he’ll come an’ have his din­ner with us to­mor­row, un­less it rains; then next day. I laid his best things out all ready,” ex­plained Mrs. Black­ett, a lit­tle anx­ious­ly. “This wind will serve him nice all the way home. Yes, I will take a cup of tea, dear—a cup of tea is al­ways good; and then I’ll rest a minute and be all ready to start.”

			“I do feel con­demned for havin’ such hard thoughts o’ William,” open­ly con­fessed Mrs. Todd. She stood be­fore us so large and se­ri­ous that we both laughed and could not find it in our hearts to con­vict so rue­ful a cul­prit. “He shall have a good din­ner to­mor­row, if it can be got, and I shall be re­al glad to see William,” the con­fes­sion end­ed hand­some­ly, while Mrs. Black­ett smiled ap­proval and made haste to praise the tea. Then I hur­ried away to make sure of the gro­cery wag­on. What­ev­er might be the good of the re­union, I was go­ing to have the plea­sure and de­light of a day in Mrs. Black­ett’s com­pa­ny, not to speak of Mrs. Todd’s.

			The ear­ly morn­ing breeze was still blow­ing, and the warm, sun­shiny air was of some ethe­re­al north­ern sort, with a cool fresh­ness as it came over new-fall­en snow. The world was filled with a fra­grance of fir-bal­sam and the faintest fla­vor of sea­weed from the ledges, bare and brown at low tide in the lit­tle har­bor. It was so still and so ear­ly that the vil­lage was but half awake. I could hear no voic­es but those of the birds, small and great—the con­stant song spar­rows, the clink of a yel­lowham­mer over in the woods, and the far con­ver­sa­tion of some de­lib­er­ate crows. I saw William Black­ett’s es­cap­ing sail al­ready far from land, and Cap­tain Lit­tlepage was sit­ting be­hind his closed win­dow as I passed by, watch­ing for some­one who nev­er came. I tried to speak to him, but he did not see me. There was a pa­tient look on the old man’s face, as if the world were a great mis­take and he had no­body with whom to speak his own lan­guage or find com­pan­ion­ship.

		
	
		
			
				XVII

				A Coun­try Road

			
			What­ev­er doubts and anx­i­eties I may have had about the in­con­ve­nience of the Begg’s high wag­on for a per­son of Mrs. Black­ett’s age and short­ness, they were hap­pi­ly over­come by the aid of a chair and her own valiant spir­it. Mrs. Todd be­stowed great care up­on seat­ing us as if we were tak­ing pas­sage by boat, but she fi­nal­ly pro­nounced that we were prop­er­ly trimmed. When we had gone on­ly a lit­tle way up the hill she re­mem­bered that she had left the house door wide open, though the large key was safe in her pock­et. I of­fered to run back, but my of­fer was met with lofty scorn, and we light­ly dis­missed the mat­ter from our minds, un­til two or three miles fur­ther on we met the doc­tor, and Mrs. Todd asked him to stop and ask her near­est neigh­bor to step over and close the door if the dust seemed to blow in the af­ter­noon.

			“She’ll be there in her kitchen; she’ll hear you the minute you call; ’twont give you no de­lay,” said Mrs. Todd to the doc­tor. “Yes, Mis’ Den­nett’s right there, with the win­dows all open. It isn’t as if my fore door opened right on the road, any­way.” At which proof of com­po­sure Mrs. Black­ett smiled wise­ly at me.

			The doc­tor seemed de­light­ed to see our guest; they were ev­i­dent­ly the warm­est friends, and I saw a look of af­fec­tion­ate con­fi­dence in their eyes. The good man left his car­riage to speak to us, but as he took Mrs. Black­ett’s hand he held it a mo­ment, and, as if mere­ly from force of habit, felt her pulse as they talked; then to my de­light he gave the firm old wrist a com­mend­ing pat.

			“You’re wear­ing well; good for an­oth­er ten years at this rate,” he as­sured her cheer­ful­ly, and she smiled back. “I like to keep a strict ac­count of my old stand­bys,” and he turned to me. “Don’t you let Mrs. Todd over­do to­day—old folks like her are apt to be thought­less;” and then we all laughed, and, part­ing, went our ways gay­ly.

			“I sup­pose he puts up with your ri­val­ry the same as ev­er?” asked Mrs. Black­ett. “You and he are as friend­ly as ev­er, I see, Almiry,” and Almi­ra sage­ly nod­ded.

			“He’s got too many long routes now to stop to ’tend to all his door pa­tients,” she said, “es­pe­cial­ly them that takes plea­sure in talkin’ them­selves over. The doc­tor and me have got to be kind of part­ners; he’s gone a good deal, far an’ wide. Looked tired, didn’t he? I shall have to ad­vise with him an’ get him off for a good rest. He’ll take the big boat from Rock­land an’ go off up to Bos­ton an’ mouse round among the oth­er doc­tors, one in two or three years, and come home fresh as a boy. I guess they think con­sid­er’ble of him up there.” Mrs. Todd shook the reins and reached de­ter­mined­ly for the whip, as if she were com­pelling pub­lic opin­ion.

			What­ev­er en­er­gy and spir­it the white horse had to be­gin with were soon ex­haust­ed by the steep hills and his dis­cern­ment of a long ex­pe­di­tion ahead. We toiled slow­ly along. Mrs. Black­ett and I sat to­geth­er, and Mrs. Todd sat alone in front with much majesty and the large bas­ket of pro­vi­sions. Part of the way the road was shad­ed by thick woods, but we al­so passed one farm­house af­ter an­oth­er on the high up­lands, which we all three re­gard­ed with deep in­ter­est, the house it­self and the barns and gar­den-spots and poul­try all hav­ing to suf­fer an in­spec­tion of the shrewdest sort. This was a high­way quite new to me; in fact, most of my jour­neys with Mrs. Todd had been made afoot and be­tween the roads, in open pas­ture­lands. My friends stopped sev­er­al times for brief door­yard vis­its, and made so many prom­ises of stop­ping again on the way home that I be­gan to won­der how long the ex­pe­di­tion would last. I had of­ten no­ticed how warm­ly Mrs. Todd was greet­ed by her friends, but it was hard­ly to be com­pared with the feel­ing now shown to­ward Mrs. Black­ett. A look of de­light came to the faces of those who rec­og­nized the plain, dear old fig­ure be­side me; one rev­e­la­tion af­ter an­oth­er was made of the con­stant in­ter­est and in­ter­course that had linked the far is­land and these scat­tered farms in­to a gold­en chain of love and de­pen­dence.

			“Now, we mustn’t stop again if we can help it,” in­sist­ed Mrs. Todd at last. “You’ll get tired, moth­er, and you’ll think the less o’ re­unions. We can vis­it along here any day. There, if they ain’t fry­ing dough­nuts in this next house, too! These are new folks, you know, from over St. George way; they took this old Tal­cot farm last year. ’Tis the best wa­ter on the road, and the check­rein’s come un­done—yes, we’d best de­lay a lit­tle and wa­ter the horse.”

			We stopped, and see­ing a par­ty of plea­sure-seek­ers in hol­i­day at­tire, the thin, anx­ious mis­tress of the farm­house came out with wist­ful sym­pa­thy to hear what news we might have to give. Mrs. Black­ett first spied her at the half-closed door, and asked with such cheer­ful di­rect­ness if we were tres­pass­ing that, af­ter a few words, she went back to her kitchen and reap­peared with a plate­ful of dough­nuts.

			“En­ter­tain­ment for man and beast,” an­nounced Mrs. Todd with sat­is­fac­tion. “Why, we’ve per­ceived there was new dough­nuts all along the road, but you’re the first that has treat­ed us.”

			Our new ac­quain­tance flushed with plea­sure, but said noth­ing.

			“They’re very nice; you’ve had good luck with ’em,” pro­nounced Mrs. Todd. “Yes, we’ve ob­served there was dough­nuts all the way along; if one house is fry­ing all the rest is; ’tis so with a great many things.”

			“I don’t sup­pose like­ly you’re goin’ up to the Bow­den re­union?” asked the host­ess as the white horse lift­ed his head and we were say­ing good­bye.

			“Why, yes,” said Mrs. Black­ett and Mrs. Todd and I, all to­geth­er.

			“I am con­nect­ed with the fam­i­ly. Yes, I ex­pect to be there this af­ter­noon. I’ve been lookin’ for­ward to it,” she told us ea­ger­ly.

			“We shall see you there. Come and sit with us if it’s con­ve­nient,” said dear Mrs. Black­ett, and we drove away.

			“I won­der who she was be­fore she was mar­ried?” said Mrs. Todd, who was usu­al­ly unerring in mat­ters of ge­neal­o­gy. “She must have been one of that re­mote branch that lived down be­yond Thomas­ton. We can find out this af­ter­noon. I ex­pect that the fam­i­lies’ll march to­geth­er, or be sort­ed out some way. I’m will­ing to own a re­la­tion that has such prop­er ideas of dough­nuts.”

			“I seem to see the fam­i­ly looks,” said Mrs. Black­ett. “I wish we’d asked her name. She’s a stranger, and I want to help make it pleas­ant for all such.”

			“She re­sem­bles Cousin Pa’lina Bow­den about the fore­head,” said Mrs. Todd with de­ci­sion.

			We had just passed a piece of wood­land that shad­ed the road, and come out to some open fields be­yond, when Mrs. Todd sud­den­ly reined in the horse as if some­body had stood on the road­side and stopped her. She even gave that quick re­as­sur­ing nod of her head which was usu­al­ly made to an­swer for a bow, but I dis­cov­ered that she was look­ing ea­ger­ly at a tall ash-tree that grew just in­side the field fence.

			“I thought ’twas goin’ to do well,” she said com­pla­cent­ly as we went on again. “Last time I was up this way that tree was kind of droop­ing and dis­cour­aged. Grown trees act that way some­times, same’s folks; then they’ll put right to it and strike their roots off in­to new ground and start all over again with re­al good courage. Ash-trees is very like­ly to have poor spells; they ain’t got the res­o­lu­tion of oth­er trees.”

			I lis­tened hope­ful­ly for more; it was this pe­cu­liar wis­dom that made one val­ue Mrs. Todd’s pleas­ant com­pa­ny.

			“There’s some­times a good hearty tree growin’ right out of the bare rock, out o’ some crack that just holds the roots;” she went on to say, “right on the pitch o’ one o’ them bare stony hills where you can’t seem to see a wheel-bar­row­ful o’ good earth in a place, but that tree’ll keep a green top in the dri­est sum­mer. You lay your ear down to the ground an’ you’ll hear a lit­tle stream run­nin’. Ev­ery such tree has got its own livin’ spring; there’s folk made to match ’em.”

			I could not help turn­ing to look at Mrs. Black­ett, close be­side me. Her hands were clasped placid­ly in their thin black woolen gloves, and she was look­ing at the flow­ery way­side as we went slow­ly along, with a pleased, ex­pec­tant smile. I do not think she had heard a word about the trees.

			“I just saw a nice plant o’ ele­cam­pane growin’ back there,” she said present­ly to her daugh­ter.

			“I haven’t got my mind on herbs to­day,” re­spond­ed Mrs. Todd, in the most mat­ter-of-fact way. “I’m bent on see­ing folks,” and she shook the reins again.

			I for one had no wish to hur­ry, it was so pleas­ant in the shady roads. The woods stood close to the road on the right; on the left were nar­row fields and pas­tures where there were as many acres of spruces and pines as there were acres of bay and ju­niper and huck­le­ber­ry, with a lit­tle turf be­tween. When I thought we were in the heart of the in­land coun­try, we reached the top of a hill, and sud­den­ly there lay spread out be­fore us a won­der­ful great view of well-cleared fields that swept down to the wide wa­ter of a bay. Be­yond this were dis­tant shores like an­oth­er coun­try in the mid­day haze which half hid the hills be­yond, and the far­away pale blue moun­tains on the north­ern hori­zon. There was a schooner with all sails set com­ing down the bay from a white vil­lage that was sprin­kled on the shore, and there were many sail­boats flit­ting about it. It was a no­ble land­scape, and my eyes, which had grown used to the nar­row in­spec­tion of a shad­ed road­side, could hard­ly take it in.

			“Why, it’s the up­per bay,” said Mrs. Todd. “You can see ’way over in­to the town of Fes­senden. Those farms ’way over there are all in Fes­senden. Moth­er used to have a sis­ter that lived up that shore. If we start­ed as ear­ly’s we could on a sum­mer mornin’, we couldn’t get to her place from Green Is­land till late af­ter­noon, even with a fair, steady breeze, and you had to strike the time just right so as to fetch up ’long o’ the tide and land near the flood. ’Twas tick­lish busi­ness, an’ we didn’t vis­it back an’ forth as much as moth­er de­sired. You have to go ’way down the co’st to Cold Spring Light an’ round that long point—up here’s what they call the Back Shore.”

			“No, we were ’most al­ways sep­a­rat­ed, my dear sis­ter and me, af­ter the first year she was mar­ried,” said Mrs. Black­ett. “We had our lit­tle fam­i­lies an’ plen­ty o’ cares. We were al­ways lookin’ for­ward to the time we could see each oth­er more. Now and then she’d get out to the is­land for a few days while her hus­band’d go fishin’; and once he stopped with her an’ two chil­dren, and made him some flakes right there and cured all his fish for win­ter. We did have a beau­ti­ful time to­geth­er, sis­ter an’ me; she used to look back to it long’s she lived.

			“I do love to look over there where she used to live,” Mrs. Black­ett went on as we be­gan to go down the hill. “It seems as if she must still be there, though she’s long been gone. She loved their farm—she didn’t see how I got so used to our is­land; but some­how I was al­ways hap­py from the first.”

			“Yes, it’s very dull to me up among those slow farms,” de­clared Mrs. Todd. “The snow trou­bles ’em in win­ter. They’re all be­sieged by win­ter, as you may say; ’tis far bet­ter by the shore than up among such places. I nev­er thought I should like to live up coun­try.”

			“Why, just see the car­riages ahead of us on the next rise!” ex­claimed Mrs. Black­ett. “There’s go­ing to be a great gath­er­ing, don’t you be­lieve there is, Almiry? It hasn’t seemed up to now as if any­body was go­ing but us. An’ ’tis such a beau­ti­ful day, with yes­ter­day cool and pleas­ant to work an’ get ready, I shouldn’t won­der if ev­ery­body was there, even the slow ones like Phebe Ann Brock.”

			Mrs. Black­ett’s eyes were bright with ex­cite­ment, and even Mrs. Todd showed re­mark­able en­thu­si­asm. She hur­ried the horse and caught up with the hol­i­day­mak­ers ahead. “There’s all the Dep’fords goin’, six in the wag­on,” she told us joy­ful­ly; “an’ Mis’ Al­va Tilley’s folks are now risin’ the hill in their new car­ryall.”

			Mrs. Black­ett pulled at the neat bow of her black bon­net-strings, and tied them again with care­ful pre­ci­sion. “I be­lieve your bon­net’s on a lit­tle bit side­ways, dear,” she ad­vised Mrs. Todd as if she were a child; but Mrs. Todd was too much oc­cu­pied to pay prop­er heed. We be­gan to feel a new sense of gayety and of tak­ing part in the great oc­ca­sion as we joined the lit­tle train.

		
	
		
			
				XVIII

				The Bow­den Re­union

			
			It is very rare in coun­try life, where high days and hol­i­days are few, that any oc­ca­sion of gen­er­al in­ter­est proves to be less than great. Such is the hid­den fire of en­thu­si­asm in the New Eng­land na­ture that, once giv­en an out­let, it shines forth with al­most vol­canic light and heat. In qui­et neigh­bor­hoods such in­ward force does not waste it­self up­on those pet­ty ex­cite­ments of ev­ery day that be­long to cities, but when, at long in­ter­vals, the al­tars to pa­tri­o­tism, to friend­ship, to the ties of kin­dred, are reared in our fa­mil­iar fields, then the fires glow, the flames come up as if from the in­ex­haustible burn­ing heart of the earth; the pri­mal fires break through the gran­ite dust in which our souls are set. Each heart is warm and ev­ery face shines with the an­cient light. Such a day as this has trans­fig­ur­ing pow­ers, and eas­i­ly makes friends of those who have been cold-heart­ed, and gives to those who are dumb their chance to speak, and lends some beau­ty to the plainest face.

			“Oh, I ex­pect I shall meet friends to­day that I haven’t seen in a long while,” said Mrs. Black­ett with deep sat­is­fac­tion. “ ’Twill bring out a good many of the old folks, ’tis such a love­ly day. I’m al­ways glad not to have them dis­ap­point­ed.”

			“I guess like­ly the best of ’em’ll be there,” an­swered Mrs. Todd with gen­tle hu­mor, steal­ing a glance at me. “There’s one thing cer­tain: there’s noth­ing takes in this whole neigh­bor­hood like any­thing re­lat­ed to the Bow­dens. Yes, I do feel that when you call up­on the Bow­dens you may ex­pect most fam­i­lies to rise up be­tween the Land­ing and the far end of the Back Cove. Those that aren’t kin by blood are kin by mar­riage.”

			“There used to be an old sto­ry goin’ about when I was a girl,” said Mrs. Black­ett, with much amuse­ment. “There was a great many more Bow­dens then than there are now, and the folks was all set­ting in meet­ing a dread­ful hot Sun­day af­ter­noon, and a scat­ter-wit­ted lit­tle bound girl came run­ning to the meetin’-house door all out o’ breath from some­wheres in the neigh­bor­hood. ‘Mis’ Bow­den, Mis’ Bow­den!’ says she. ‘Your ba­by’s in a fit!’ They used to tell that the whole con­gre­ga­tion was up on its feet in a minute and right out in­to the aisles. All the Mis’ Bow­dens was set­ting right out for home; the min­is­ter stood there in the pul­pit tryin’ to keep sober, an’ all at once he burst right out laugh­in’. He was a very nice man, they said, and he said he’d bet­ter give ’em the bene­dic­tion, and they could hear the ser­mon next Sun­day, so he kept it over. My moth­er was there, and she thought cer­tain ’twas me.”

			“None of our fam­i­ly was ev­er sub­ject to fits,” in­ter­rupt­ed Mrs. Todd se­vere­ly. “No, we nev­er had fits, none of us; and ’twas lucky we didn’t ’way out there to Green Is­land. Now these folks right in front; dear sakes knows the bunch­es o’ sooth­ing cat­nip an’ yarrow I’ve had to fa­vor old Mis’ Evins with dryin’! You can see it right in their ex­pres­sions, all them Evins folks. There, just you look up to the cross­roads, moth­er,” she sud­den­ly ex­claimed. “See all the teams ahead of us. And, oh, look down on the bay; yes, look down on the bay! See what a sight o’ boats, all headin’ for the Bow­den place cove!”

			“Oh, ain’t it beau­ti­ful!” said Mrs. Black­ett, with all the de­light of a girl. She stood up in the high wag­on to see ev­ery­thing, and when she sat down again she took fast hold of my hand.

			“Hadn’t you bet­ter urge the horse a lit­tle, Almiry?” she asked. “He’s had it easy as we came along, and he can rest when we get there. The oth­ers are some lit­tle ways ahead, and I don’t want to lose a minute.”

			We watched the boats drop their sails one by one in the cove as we drove along the high land. The old Bow­den house stood, low-sto­ried and broad-roofed, in its green fields as if it were a moth­er­ly brown hen wait­ing for the flock that came stray­ing to­ward it from ev­ery di­rec­tion. The first Bow­den set­tler had made his home there, and it was still the Bow­den farm; five gen­er­a­tions of sailors and farm­ers and sol­diers had been its chil­dren. And present­ly Mrs. Black­ett showed me the stonewalled bury­ing-ground that stood like a lit­tle fort on a knoll over­look­ing the bay, but, as she said, there were plen­ty of scat­tered Bow­dens who were not laid there—some lost at sea, and some out West, and some who died in the war; most of the home graves were those of wom­en.

			We could see now that there were dif­fer­ent foot­paths from along shore and across coun­try. In all these there were strag­gling pro­ces­sions walk­ing in sin­gle file, like old il­lus­tra­tions of the Pil­grim’s Progress. There was a crowd about the house as if huge bees were swarm­ing in the lilac bush­es. Be­yond the fields and cove a high­er point of land ran out in­to the bay, cov­ered with woods which must have kept away much of the north­west wind in win­ter. Now there was a pleas­ant look of shade and shel­ter there for the great fam­i­ly meet­ing.

			We hur­ried on our way, be­gin­ning to feel as if we were very late, and it was a great sat­is­fac­tion at last to turn out of the stony high road in­to a green lane shad­ed with old ap­ple-trees. Mrs. Todd en­cour­aged the horse un­til he fair­ly pranced with gayety as we drove round to the front of the house on the soft turf. There was an in­stant cry of re­joic­ing, and two or three per­sons ran to­ward us from the busy group.

			“Why, dear Mis’ Black­ett!—here’s Mis’ Black­ett!” I heard them say, as if it were plea­sure enough for one day to have a sight of her. Mrs. Todd turned to me with a love­ly look of tri­umph and self-for­get­ful­ness. An el­der­ly man who wore the look of a pros­per­ous sea-cap­tain put up both arms and lift­ed Mrs. Black­ett down from the high wag­on like a child, and kissed her with hearty af­fec­tion. “I was mas­ter afraid she wouldn’t be here,” he said, look­ing at Mrs. Todd with a face like a hap­py sun­burnt school­boy, while ev­ery­body crowd­ed round to give their wel­come.

			“Moth­er’s al­ways the queen,” said Mrs. Todd. “Yes, they’ll all make ev­ery­thing of moth­er; she’ll have a love­ly time to­day. I wouldn’t have had her miss it, and there won’t be a thing she’ll ev­er re­gret, ex­cept to mourn be­cause William wa’n’t here.”

			Mrs. Black­ett hav­ing been prop­er­ly es­cort­ed to the house, Mrs. Todd re­ceived her own full share of hon­or, and some of the men, with a sim­ple kind­ness that was the soul of chival­ry, wait­ed up­on us and our bas­kets and led away the white horse. I al­ready knew some of Mrs. Todd’s friends and kin­dred, and felt like an adopt­ed Bow­den in this hap­py mo­ment. It seemed to be enough for any­one to have ar­rived by the same con­veyance as Mrs. Black­ett, who present­ly had her court in­side the house, while Mrs. Todd, large, hos­pitable, and pre­em­i­nent, was the cen­tre of a rapid­ly in­creas­ing crowd about the lilac bush­es. Small com­pa­nies were con­tin­u­al­ly com­ing up the long green slope from the wa­ter, and near­ly all the boats had come to shore. I count­ed three or four that were baf­fled by the light breeze, but be­fore long all the Bow­dens, small and great, seemed to have as­sem­bled, and we start­ed to go up to the grove across the field.

			Out of the chat­ter­ing crowd of noisy chil­dren, and large-waist­ed wom­en whose best black dress­es fell straight to the ground in gen­er­ous folds, and sun­burnt men who looked as se­ri­ous as if it were town-meet­ing day, there sud­den­ly came si­lence and or­der. I saw the straight, sol­dier­ly lit­tle fig­ure of a man who bore a fine re­sem­blance to Mrs. Black­ett, and who ap­peared to mar­shal us with per­fect ease. He was im­per­a­tive enough, but with a grand mil­i­tary sort of cour­tesy, and bore him­self with solemn dig­ni­ty of im­por­tance. We were sort­ed out ac­cord­ing to some clear de­sign of his own, and stood as speech­less as a troop to await his or­ders. Even the chil­dren were ready to march to­geth­er, a pret­ty flock, and at the last mo­ment Mrs. Black­ett and a few dis­tin­guished com­pan­ions, the min­is­ters and those who were very old, came out of the house to­geth­er and took their places. We ranked by fours, and even then we made a long pro­ces­sion.

			There was a wide path mowed for us across the field, and, as we moved along, the birds flew up out of the thick sec­ond crop of clover, and the bees hummed as if it still were June. There was a flash­ing of white gulls over the wa­ter where the fleet of boats rode the low waves to­geth­er in the cove, sway­ing their small masts as if they kept time to our steps. The plash of the wa­ter could be heard faint­ly, yet still be heard; we might have been a com­pa­ny of an­cient Greeks go­ing to cel­e­brate a vic­to­ry, or to wor­ship the god of har­vests, in the grove above. It was strange­ly mov­ing to see this and to make part of it. The sky, the sea, have watched poor hu­man­i­ty at its rites so long; we were no more a New Eng­land fam­i­ly cel­e­brat­ing its own ex­is­tence and sim­ple progress; we car­ried the to­kens and in­her­i­tance of all such house­holds from which this had de­scend­ed, and were on­ly the lat­est of our line. We pos­sessed the in­stincts of a far, for­got­ten child­hood; I found my­self think­ing that we ought to be car­ry­ing green branch­es and singing as we went. So we came to the thick shad­ed grove still silent, and were set in our places by the straight trees that swayed to­geth­er and let sun­shine through here and there like a sin­gle gold­en leaf that flick­ered down, van­ish­ing in the cool shade.

			The grove was so large that the great fam­i­ly looked far small­er than it had in the open field; there was a thick growth of dark pines and firs with an oc­ca­sion­al maple or oak that gave a gleam of col­or like a bright win­dow in the great roof. On three sides we could see the wa­ter, shin­ing be­hind the tree-trunks, and feel the cool salt breeze that be­gan to come up with the tide just as the day reached its high­est point of heat. We could see the green sun­lit field we had just crossed as if we looked out at it from a dark room, and the old house and its lilacs stand­ing placid­ly in the sun, and the great barn with a stock­ade of car­riages from which two or three care-tak­ing men who had lin­gered were com­ing across the field to­geth­er. Mrs. Todd had tak­en off her warm gloves and looked the pic­ture of con­tent.

			“There!” she ex­claimed. “I’ve al­ways meant to have you see this place, but I nev­er looked for such a beau­ti­ful op­por­tu­ni­ty—weath­er an’ oc­ca­sion both made to match. Yes, it suits me: I don’t ask no more. I want to know if you saw moth­er walkin’ at the head! It choked me right up to see moth­er at the head, walkin’ with the min­is­ters,” and Mrs. Todd turned away to hide the feel­ings she could not in­stant­ly con­trol.

			“Who was the mar­shal?” I has­tened to ask. “Was he an old sol­dier?”

			“Don’t he do well?” an­swered Mrs. Todd with sat­is­fac­tion.

			“He don’t of­ten have such a chance to show off his gifts,” said Mrs. Caplin, a friend from the Land­ing who had joined us. “That’s Sant Bow­den; he al­ways takes the lead, such days. Good for noth­ing else most o’ his time; trou­ble is, he”—

			I turned with in­ter­est to hear the worst. Mrs. Caplin’s tone was both zeal­ous and im­pres­sive.

			“Stim’lates,” she ex­plained scorn­ful­ly.

			“No, Santin nev­er was in the war,” said Mrs. Todd with lofty in­dif­fer­ence. “It was a cause of re­al dis­tress to him. He kep’ en­listin’, and trav­eled far an’ wide about here, an’ even took the bo’t and went to Bos­ton to vol­un­teer; but he ain’t a sound man, an’ they wouldn’t have him. They say he knows all their tac­tics, an’ can tell all about the bat­tle o’ Wa­ter­loo well’s he can Bunker Hill. I told him once the coun­try’d lost a great gen­er­al, an’ I meant it, too.”

			“I ex­pect you’re near right,” said Mrs. Caplin, a lit­tle crest­fall­en and apolo­get­ic.

			“I be right,” in­sist­ed Mrs. Todd with much ami­a­bil­i­ty. “ ’Twas most too bad to cramp him down to his peace­ful trade, but he’s a most ex­cel­lent shoe­mak­er at his best, an’ he al­ways says it’s a trade that gives him time to think an’ plan his ma­neu­vers. Over to the Port they al­ways in­vite him to march Dec­o­ra­tion Day, same as the rest, an’ he does look no­ble; he comes of sol­dier stock.”

			I had been notic­ing with great in­ter­est the cu­ri­ous­ly French type of face which pre­vailed in this rus­tic com­pa­ny. I had said to my­self be­fore that Mrs. Black­ett was plain­ly of French de­scent, in both her ap­pear­ance and her charm­ing gifts, but this is not sur­pris­ing when one has learned how large a pro­por­tion of the ear­ly set­tlers on this north­ern coast of New Eng­land were of Huguenot blood, and that it is the Nor­man En­glish­man, not the Sax­on, who goes ad­ven­tur­ing to a new world.

			“They used to say in old times,” said Mrs. Todd mod­est­ly, “that our fam­i­ly came of very high folks in France, and one of ’em was a great gen­er­al in some o’ the old wars. I some­times think that Santin’s abil­i­ty has come ’way down from then. ’Tain’t noth­in’ he’s ev­er ac­quired; ’twas born in him. I don’t know’s he ev­er saw a fine pa­rade, or met with those that stud­ied up such things. He’s fig­ured it all out an’ got his pa­pers so he knows how to aim a can­non right for William’s fish-house five miles out on Green Is­land, or up there on Burnt Is­land where the sig­nal is. He had it all over to me one day, an’ I tried hard to ap­pear in­ter­est­ed. His life’s all in it, but he will have those poor gloomy spells come over him now an’ then, an’ then he has to drink.”

			Mrs. Caplin gave a heavy sigh.

			“There’s a great many such stray­away folks, just as there is plants,” con­tin­ued Mrs. Todd, who was noth­ing if not botan­i­cal. “I know of just one sprig of lau­rel that grows over back here in a wild spot, an’ I nev­er could hear of no oth­er on this coast. I had a large bunch brought me once from Mass­a­chu­setts way, so I know it. This piece grows in an open spot where you’d think ’twould do well, but it’s sort o’ poor-lookin’. I’ve vis­it­ed it time an’ again, just to no­tice its poor blooms. ’Tis a re­al Sant Bow­den, out of its own place.”

			Mrs. Caplin looked be­wil­dered and blank. “Well, all I know is, last year he worked out some kind of plan so’s to pa­rade the coun­ty con­fer­ence in pla­toons, and got ’em all flus­tered up tryin’ to sense his ideas of a holler square,” she burst forth. “They was holler enough any­way af­ter ridin’ ’way down from up coun­try in­to the salt air, and they’d been treat­ed to a ser­mon on faith an’ works from old Fayther Har­low that nev­er knows when to cease. ’Twa’n’t no time for tac­tics then—they wa’n’t a’thinkin’ of the church mil­i­tary. Sant, he couldn’t do noth­in’ with ’em. All he thinks of, when he sees a crowd, is how to march ’em. ’Tis all very well when he don’t ’tempt too much. He nev­er did act like oth­er folks.”

			“Ain’t I just been main­tain­in’ that he ain’t like ’em?” urged Mrs. Todd de­cid­ed­ly. “Strange folks has got to have strange ways, for what I see.”

			“Some­body ob­served once that you could pick out the like­ness of ’most ev­ery sort of a for­eign­er when you looked about you in our parish,” said Sis­ter Caplin, her face bright­en­ing with sud­den il­lu­mi­na­tion. “I didn’t see the bearin’ of it then quite so plain. I al­ways did think Mari’ Har­ris re­sem­bled a Chi­nee.”

			“Mari’ Har­ris was pret­ty as a child, I re­mem­ber,” said the pleas­ant voice of Mrs. Black­ett, who, af­ter re­ceiv­ing the af­fec­tion­ate greet­ings of near­ly the whole com­pa­ny, came to join us—to see, as she in­sist­ed, that we were out of mis­chief.

			“Yes, Mari’ was one o’ them pret­ty lit­tle lambs that make dread­ful home­ly old sheep,” replied Mrs. Todd with en­er­gy. “Cap’n Lit­tlepage nev­er’d look so dis­con­so­late if she was any sort of a prop­er per­son to di­rect things. She might di­vert him; yes, she might di­vert the old gen­tle­man, an’ let him think he had his own way, ’stead o’ ar­gu­ing ev­ery­thing down to the bare bone. ’Twouldn’t hurt her to sit down an’ hear his great sto­ries once in a while.”

			“The sto­ries are very in­ter­est­ing,” I ven­tured to say.

			“Yes, you al­ways catch your­self a-thinkin’ what if they all was true, and he had the right of it,” an­swered Mrs. Todd. “He’s a good sight bet­ter com­pa­ny, though dreamy, than such sor­did crea­tur’s as Mari’ Har­ris.”

			“Live and let live,” said dear old Mrs. Black­ett gen­tly. “I haven’t seen the cap­tain for a good while, now that I ain’t so con­stant to meetin’,” she added wist­ful­ly. “We al­ways have known each oth­er.”

			“Why, if it is a good pleas­ant day to­mor­row, I’ll get William to call an’ in­vite the capt’in to din­ner. William’ll be in ear­ly so’s to pass up the street with­out meetin’ any­body.”

			“There, they’re call­in’ out it’s time to set the ta­bles,” said Mrs. Caplin, with great ex­cite­ment.

			“Here’s Cousin Sarah Jane Black­ett! Well, I am pleased, cer­tain!” ex­claimed Mrs. Todd, with un­af­fect­ed de­light; and these kin­dred spir­its met and part­ed with the prom­ise of a good talk lat­er on. Af­ter this there was no more time for con­ver­sa­tion un­til we were seat­ed in or­der at the long ta­bles.

			“I’m one that al­ways dreads see­ing some o’ the folks that I don’t like, at such a time as this,” an­nounced Mrs. Todd pri­vate­ly to me af­ter a sea­son of re­flec­tion. We were just wait­ing for the feast to be­gin. “You wouldn’t think such a great crea­tur’ ’s I be could feel all over pins an’ nee­dles. I re­mem­ber, the day I promised to Nathan, how it come over me, just’s I was feel­in’ hap­py’s I could, that I’d got to have an own cousin o’ his for my near re­la­tion all the rest o’ my life, an’ it seemed as if die I should. Poor Nathan saw some­thin’ had crossed me—he had very nice feel­ings—and when he asked what ’twas, I told him. ‘I nev­er could like her my­self,’ said he. ‘You shan’t be both­ered, dear,’ he says; an’ ’twas one o’ the things that made me set a good deal by Nathan, he did not make a habit of al­ways op­posin’, like some men. ‘Yes,’ says I, ‘but think o’ Thanks­givin’ times an’ fu­ner­als; she’s our re­la­tion, an’ we’ve got to own her.’ Young folks don’t think o’ those things. There she goes now, do let’s pray her by!” said Mrs. Todd, with an alarm­ing tran­si­tion from gen­er­al opin­ions to par­tic­u­lar an­i­mosi­ties. “I hate her just the same as I al­ways did; but she’s got on a re­al pret­ty dress. I do try to re­mem­ber that she’s Nathan’s cousin. Oh dear, well; she’s gone by af­ter all, an’ ain’t seen me. I ex­pect­ed she’d come pleas­antin’ round just to show off an’ say af­ter­wards she was ac­quaint­ed.”

			This was so dif­fer­ent from Mrs. Todd’s usu­al large­ness of mind that I had a mo­ment’s un­easi­ness; but the cloud passed quick­ly over her spir­it, and was gone with the of­fend­er.

			There nev­er was a more gen­er­ous out-of-door feast along the coast then the Bow­den fam­i­ly set forth that day. To call it a pic­nic would make it seem triv­ial. The great ta­bles were edged with pret­ty oak-leaf trim­ming, which the boys and girls made. We brought flow­ers from the fence-thick­ets of the great field; and out of the dis­or­der of flow­ers and pro­vi­sions sud­den­ly ap­peared as or­der­ly a scheme for the feast as the mar­shal had shaped for the pro­ces­sion. I be­gan to re­spect the Bow­dens for their in­her­i­tance of good taste and skill and a cer­tain pleas­ing gift of for­mal­i­ty. Some­thing made them do all these things in a fin­er way than most coun­try peo­ple would have done them. As I looked up and down the ta­bles there was a good cheer, a grave sober­ness that shone with plea­sure, a hum­ble dig­ni­ty of bear­ing. There were some who should have sat be­low the salt for lack of this good breed­ing; but they were not many. So, I said to my­self, their an­ces­tors may have sat in the great hall of some old French house in the Mid­dle Ages, when bat­tles and sieges and pro­ces­sions and feasts were fa­mil­iar things. The min­is­ters and Mrs. Black­ett, with a few of their rank and age, were put in places of hon­or, and for once that I looked any oth­er way I looked twice at Mrs. Black­ett’s face, serene and mind­ful of priv­i­lege and re­spon­si­bil­i­ty, the mis­tress by sim­ple fit­ness of this great day.

			Mrs. Todd looked up at the roof of green trees, and then care­ful­ly sur­veyed the com­pa­ny. “I see ’em bet­ter now they’re all set­tin’ down,” she said with sat­is­fac­tion. “There’s old Mr. Gilbraith and his sis­ter. I wish they were sit­tin’ with us; they’re not among folks they can par­ley with, an’ they look dis­ap­point­ed.”

			As the feast went on, the spir­its of my com­pan­ion steadi­ly rose. The ex­cite­ment of an un­ex­pect­ed­ly great oc­ca­sion was a sub­tle stim­u­lant to her dis­po­si­tion, and I could see that some­times when Mrs. Todd had seemed lim­it­ed and heav­i­ly do­mes­tic, she had sim­ply grown slug­gish for lack of prop­er sur­round­ings. She was not so much rem­i­nis­cent now as ex­pec­tant, and as alert and gay as a girl. We who were her neigh­bors were full of gayety, which was but the re­flect­ed light from her beam­ing coun­te­nance. It was not the first time that I was full of won­der at the waste of hu­man abil­i­ty in this world, as a botanist won­ders at the waste­ful­ness of na­ture, the thou­sand seeds that die, the un­used pro­vi­sion of ev­ery sort. The re­serve force of so­ci­ety grows more and more amaz­ing to one’s thought. More than one face among the Bow­dens showed that on­ly op­por­tu­ni­ty and stim­u­lus were lack­ing—a nar­row set of cir­cum­stances had caged a fine able char­ac­ter and held it cap­tive. One sees ex­act­ly the same types in a coun­try gath­er­ing as in the most bril­liant city com­pa­ny. You are safe to be un­der­stood if the spir­it of your speech is the same for one neigh­bor as for the oth­er.

		
	
		
			
				XIX

				The Feast’s End

			
			The feast was a no­ble feast, as has al­ready been said. There was an el­e­gant in­ge­nu­ity dis­played in the form of pies which de­light­ed my heart. Once ac­knowl­edge that an Amer­i­can pie is far to be pre­ferred to its hum­ble an­ces­tor, the Eng­lish tart, and it is joy­ful to be re­as­sured at a Bow­den re­union that in­ven­tion has not yet failed. Be­side a de­light­ful va­ri­ety of ma­te­ri­al, the dec­o­ra­tions went be­yond all my for­mer ex­pe­ri­ence; dates and names were wrought in lines of pas­try and frost­ing on the tops. There was even more elab­o­rate read­ing mat­ter on an ex­cel­lent ear­ly-ap­ple pie which we be­gan to share and eat, pre­cept up­on pre­cept. Mrs. Todd helped me gen­er­ous­ly to the whole word “Bow­den,” and con­sumed “Re­union” her­self, save an un­de­ci­pher­able frag­ment; but the most renowned es­say in cook­ery on the ta­bles was a mod­el of the old Bow­den house made of durable gin­ger­bread, with all the win­dows and doors in the right places, and sprigs of gen­uine lilac set at the front. It must have been baked in sec­tions, in one of the last of the great brick ovens, and fas­tened to­geth­er on the morn­ing of the day. There was a gen­er­al sigh when this fell in­to ru­in at the feast’s end, and it was shared by a great part of the as­sem­bly, not with­out se­ri­ous­ness, and as if it were a pledge and to­ken of loy­al­ty. I met the mak­er of the gin­ger­bread house, which had called up live­ly re­mem­brances of a child­ish sto­ry. She had the gleam­ing eye of an en­thu­si­ast and a look of high ideals.

			“I could just as well have made it all of frost­ed cake,” she said, “but ’twouldn’t have been the right shade; the old house, as you ob­serve, was nev­er paint­ed, and I con­clud­ed that plain gin­ger­bread would rep­re­sent it best. It wasn’t all I ex­pect­ed it would be,” she said sad­ly, as many an artist had said be­fore her of his work.

			There were speech­es by the min­is­ters; and there proved to be a his­to­ri­an among the Bow­dens, who gave some fine anec­dotes of the fam­i­ly his­to­ry; and then ap­peared a po­et­ess, whom Mrs. Todd re­gard­ed with wist­ful com­pas­sion and in­dul­gence, and when the long fad­ed gar­land of vers­es came to an ap­peal­ing end, she turned to me with words of praise.

			“Sound­ed pret­ty,” said the gen­er­ous lis­ten­er. “Yes, I thought she did very well. We went to school to­geth­er, an’ Mary An­na had a very hard time; trou­ble was, her moth­er thought she’d giv­en birth to a ge­nius, an’ Mary An­na’s come to be­lieve it her­self. There, I don’t know what we should have done with­out her; there ain’t no­body else that can write po­et­ry be­tween here and ’way up to­wards Rock­land; it adds a great deal at such a time. When she speaks o’ those that are gone, she feels it all, and so does ev­ery­body else, but she harps too much. I’d laid half of that away for next time, if I was Mary An­na. There comes moth­er to speak to her, an’ old Mr. Gilbreath’s sis­ter; now she’ll be heart­ened right up. Moth­er’ll say just the right thing.”

			The leave-tak­ings were as af­fect­ing as the meet­ings of these old friends had been. There were enough young per­sons at the re­union, but it is the old who re­al­ly val­ue such op­por­tu­ni­ties; as for the young, it is the habit of ev­ery day to meet their com­rades—the time of sep­a­ra­tion has not come. To see the joy with which these el­der kins­folk and ac­quain­tances had looked in one an­oth­er’s faces, and the lin­ger­ing touch of their friend­ly hands; to see these af­fec­tion­ate meet­ings and then the re­luc­tant part­ings, gave one a new idea of the iso­la­tion in which it was pos­si­ble to live in that af­ter all thin­ly set­tled re­gion. They did not ex­pect to see one an­oth­er again very soon; the steady, hard work on the farms, the dif­fi­cul­ty of get­ting from place to place, es­pe­cial­ly in win­ter when boats were laid up, gave dou­ble val­ue to any oc­ca­sion which could bring a large num­ber of fam­i­lies to­geth­er. Even fu­ner­als in this coun­try of the point­ed firs were not with­out their so­cial ad­van­tages and sat­is­fac­tions. I heard the words “next sum­mer” re­peat­ed many times, though sum­mer was still ours and all the leaves were green.

			The boats be­gan to put out from shore, and the wag­ons to drive away. Mrs. Black­ett took me in­to the old house when we came back from the grove: it was her fa­ther’s birth­place and ear­ly home, and she had spent much of her own child­hood there with her grand­moth­er. She spoke of those days as if they had but late­ly passed; in fact, I could imag­ine that the house looked al­most ex­act­ly the same to her. I could see the brown rafters of the un­fin­ished roof as I looked up the steep stair­case, though the best room was as hand­some with its good wain­scot­ing and touch of or­na­ment on the cor­nice as any old room of its day in a town.

			Some of the guests who came from a dis­tance were still sit­ting in the best room when we went in to take leave of the mas­ter and mis­tress of the house. We all said ea­ger­ly what a pleas­ant day it had been, and how swift­ly the time had passed. Per­haps it is the great na­tion­al an­niver­saries which our coun­try has late­ly kept, and the sol­diers’ meet­ings that take place ev­ery­where, which have made re­unions of ev­ery sort the fash­ion. This one, at least, had been very in­ter­est­ing. I fan­cied that old feuds had been over­looked, and the old say­ing that blood is thick­er than wa­ter had again proved it­self true, though from the va­ri­ety of names one ar­gued a cer­tain adul­ter­ation of the Bow­den traits and be­long­ings. Clan­nish­ness is an in­stinct of the heart—it is more than a birthright, or a cus­tom; and less­er rights were for­got­ten in the claim to a com­mon in­her­i­tance.

			We were among the very last to re­turn to our prop­er lives and lodg­ings. I came near to feel­ing like a true Bow­den, and part­ed from cer­tain new friends as if they were old friends; we were rich with the trea­sure of a new re­mem­brance.

			At last we were in the high wag­on again; the old white horse had been well fed in the Bow­den barn, and we drove away and soon be­gan to climb the long hill to­ward the wood­ed ridge. The road was new to me, as roads al­ways are, go­ing back. Most of our com­pan­ions had been full of anx­ious thoughts of home—of the cows, or of young chil­dren like­ly to fall in­to dis­as­ter—but we had no rea­sons for haste, and drove slow­ly along, talk­ing and rest­ing by the way. Mrs. Todd said once that she re­al­ly hoped her front door had been shut on ac­count of the dust blow­ing in, but added that noth­ing made any weight on her mind ex­cept not to for­get to turn a few late mullein leaves that were dry­ing on a news­pa­per in the lit­tle loft. Mrs. Black­ett and I gave our word of hon­or that we would re­mind her of this heavy re­spon­si­bil­i­ty. The way seemed short, we had so much to talk about. We climbed hills where we could see the great bay and the is­lands, and then went down in­to shady val­leys where the air be­gan to feel like evening, cool and camp with a fra­grance of wet ferns. Mrs. Todd alight­ed once or twice, re­fus­ing all as­sis­tance in se­cur­ing some boughs of a rare shrub which she val­ued for its bark, though she proved in­com­mu­nica­tive as to her rea­sons. We passed the house where we had been so kind­ly en­ter­tained with dough­nuts ear­li­er in the day, and found it closed and de­sert­ed, which was a dis­ap­point­ment.

			“They must have stopped to tea some­wheres and thought they’d fin­ish up the day,” said Mrs. Todd. “Those that en­joyed it best’ll want to get right home so’s to think it over.”

			“I didn’t see the wom­an there af­ter all, did you?” asked Mrs. Black­ett as the horse stopped to drink at the trough.

			“Oh yes, I spoke with her,” an­swered Mrs. Todd, with but scant in­ter­est or ap­proval. “She ain’t a mem­ber o’ our fam­i­ly.”

			“I thought you said she re­sem­bled Cousin Pa’lina Bow­den about the fore­head,” sug­gest­ed Mrs. Black­ett.

			“Well, she don’t,” an­swered Mrs. Todd im­pa­tient­ly. “I ain’t one that’s ord’nar­i­ly mis­tak­en about fam­i­ly like­ness­es, and she didn’t seem to meet with friends, so I went square up to her. ‘I ex­pect you’re a Bow­den by your looks,’ says I. ‘Yes, I can take it you’re one o’ the Bow­dens.’ ‘Lor’, no,’ says she. ‘Den­nett was my maid­en name, but I mar­ried a Bow­den for my first hus­band. I thought I’d come an’ just see what was a-goin’ on!”

			Mrs. Black­ett laughed hearti­ly. “I’m goin’ to re­mem­ber to tell William o’ that,” she said. “There, Almiry, the on­ly thing that’s trou­bled me all this day is to think how William would have en­joyed it. I do so wish William had been there.”

			“I sort of wish he had, my­self,” said Mrs. Todd frankly.

			“There wa’n’t many old folks there, some­how,” said Mrs. Black­ett, with a touch of sad­ness in her voice. “There ain’t so many to come as there used to be, I’m aware, but I ex­pect­ed to see more.”

			“I thought they turned out pret­ty well, when you come to think of it; why, ev­ery­body was sayin’ so an’ feel­in’ grat­i­fied,” an­swered Mrs. Todd hasti­ly with pleas­ing un­con­scious­ness; then I saw the quick col­or flash in­to her cheek, and present­ly she made some ex­cuse to turn and steal an anx­ious look at her moth­er. Mrs. Black­ett was smil­ing and think­ing about her hap­py day, though she be­gan to look a lit­tle tired. Nei­ther of my com­pan­ions was trou­bled by her bur­den of years. I hoped in my heart that I might be like them as I lived on in­to age, and then smiled to think that I too was no longer very young. So we al­ways keep the same hearts, though our out­er frame­work fails and shows the touch of time.

			“ ’Twas pret­ty when they sang the hymn, wasn’t it?” asked Mrs. Black­ett at sup­per­time, with re­al en­thu­si­asm. “There was such a plen­ty o’ men’s voic­es; where I sat it did sound beau­ti­ful. I had to stop and lis­ten when they came to the last verse.”

			I saw that Mrs. Todd’s broad shoul­ders be­gan to shake. “There was good singers there; yes, there was ex­cel­lent singers,” she agreed hearti­ly, putting down her teacup, “but I chanced to drift along­side Mis’ Pe­ter Bow­den o’ Great Bay, an’ I couldn’t help thinkin’ if she was as far out o’ town as she was out o’ tune, she wouldn’t get back in a day.”

		
	
		
			
				XX

				Along Shore

			
			One day as I went along the shore be­yond the old wharves and the new­er, high-stepped fab­ric of the steam­er land­ing, I saw that all the boats were beached, and the slack wa­ter pe­ri­od of the ear­ly af­ter­noon pre­vailed. Noth­ing was go­ing on, not even the most leisure­ly of oc­cu­pa­tions, like bait­ing trawls or mend­ing nets, or re­pair­ing lob­ster pots; the very boats seemed to be tak­ing an af­ter­noon nap in the sun. I could hard­ly dis­cov­er a dis­tant sail as I looked sea­ward, ex­cept a weath­er-beat­en lob­ster smack, which seemed to have been tak­en for a play­thing by the light airs that blew about the bay. It drift­ed and turned about so aim­less­ly in the wide reach off Burnt Is­land, that I sus­pect­ed there was no­body at the wheel, or that she might have part­ed her rusty an­chor chain while all the crew were asleep.

			I watched her for a minute or two; she was the old Mi­ran­da, owned by some of the Caplins, and I knew her by an odd shaped patch of newish duck that was set in­to the peak of her dingy main­sail. Her va­garies of­fered such an ex­cit­ing sub­ject for con­ver­sa­tion that my heart re­joiced at the sound of a hoarse voice be­hind me. At that mo­ment, be­fore I had time to an­swer, I saw some­thing large and shape­less flung from the Mi­ran­da’s deck that splashed the wa­ter high against her black side, and my com­pan­ion gave a sat­is­fied chuck­le. The old lob­ster smack’s sail caught the breeze again at this mo­ment, and she moved off down the bay. Turn­ing, I found old Eli­jah Tilley, who had come soft­ly out of his dark fish-house, as if it were a bur­row.

			“Boy got kind o’ drowsy steerin’ of her; Mon­roe he hove him right over­board; ’wake now fast enough,” ex­plained Mr. Tilley, and we laughed to­geth­er.

			I was de­light­ed, for my part, that the vi­cis­si­tudes and dan­gers of the Mi­ran­da, in a rocky chan­nel, should have giv­en me this op­por­tu­ni­ty to make ac­quain­tance with an old fish­er­man to whom I had nev­er spo­ken. At first he had seemed to be one of those eva­sive and un­com­fort­able per­sons who are so sus­pi­cious of you that they make you al­most sus­pi­cious of your­self. Mr. Eli­jah Tilley ap­peared to re­gard a stranger with scorn­ful in­dif­fer­ence. You might see him stand­ing on the peb­ble beach or in a fish-house door­way, but when you came near­er he was gone. He was one of the small com­pa­ny of el­der­ly, gaunt-shaped great fish­er­man whom I used to like to see lead­ing up a deep-laden boat by the head, as if it were a horse, from the wa­ter’s edge to the steep slope of the peb­ble beach. There were four of these large old men at the Land­ing, who were the sur­vivors of an ear­li­er and more vig­or­ous gen­er­a­tion. There was an al­liance and un­der­stand­ing be­tween them, so close that it was ap­par­ent­ly speech­less. They gave much time to watch­ing one an­oth­er’s boats go out or come in; they lent a ready hand at tend­ing one an­oth­er’s lob­ster traps in rough weath­er; they helped to clean the fish or to sliv­er por­gies for the trawls, as if they were in close part­ner­ship; and when a boat came in from deep-sea fish­ing they were nev­er too far out of the way, and has­tened to help car­ry it ashore, two by two, splash­ing along­side, or hold­ing its steady head, as if it were a will­ful sea colt. As a mat­ter of fact no boat could help be­ing steady and way-wise un­der their in­stant di­rec­tion and com­pan­ion­ship. Abel’s boat and Jonathan Bow­den’s boat were as dis­tinct and ex­pe­ri­enced per­son­al­i­ties as the men them­selves, and as in­ex­pres­sive. Ar­gu­ments and opin­ions were un­known to the con­ver­sa­tion of these an­cient friends; you would as soon have ex­pect­ed to hear small talk in a com­pa­ny of ele­phants as to hear old Mr. Bow­den or Eli­jah Tilley and their two mates waste breath up­on any form of triv­ial gos­sip. They made brief state­ments to one an­oth­er from time to time. As you came to know them you won­dered more and more that they should talk at all. Speech seemed to be a light and el­e­gant ac­com­plish­ment, and their un­ex­pect­ed ac­quain­tance with its arts made them of new val­ue to the lis­ten­er. You felt al­most as if a land­mark pine should sud­den­ly ad­dress you in re­gard to the weath­er, or a lofty-mind­ed old camel make a re­mark as you stood re­spect­ful­ly near him un­der the cir­cus tent.

			I of­ten won­dered a great deal about the in­ner life and thought of these self-con­tained old fish­er­men; their minds seemed to be fixed up­on na­ture and the el­e­ments rather than up­on any con­trivances of man, like pol­i­tics or the­ol­o­gy. My friend, Cap­tain Bow­den, who was the nephew of the el­dest of this group, re­gard­ed them with def­er­ence; but he did not be­long to their se­cret com­pan­ion­ship, though he was nei­ther young nor talk­a­tive.

			“They’ve gone to­geth­er ev­er since they were boys, they know most ev­ery­thing about the sea amon’st them,” he told me once. “They was al­ways just as you see ’em now since the mem­o­ry of man.”

			These an­cient sea­far­ers had hous­es and lands not out­ward­ly dif­fer­ent from oth­er Dun­net Land­ing dwellings, and two of them were fa­thers of fam­i­lies, but their true dwelling places were the sea, and the stony beach that edged its fa­mil­iar shore, and the fish-hous­es, where much salt brine from the mack­er­el kits had soaked the very tim­bers in­to a state of brown per­ma­nence and pet­ri­fac­tion. It had al­so af­fect­ed the old fish­er­men’s hard com­plex­ions, un­til one fan­cied that when Death claimed them it could on­ly be with the aid, not of any slen­der mod­ern dart, but the good ser­vice­able har­poon of a sev­en­teenth cen­tu­ry wood­cut.

			Eli­jah Tilley was such an eva­sive, dis­cour­aged-look­ing per­son, heavy-head­ed, and stoop­ing so that one could nev­er look him in the face, that even af­ter his friend­ly ex­cla­ma­tion about Mon­roe Pen­nell, the lob­ster smack’s skip­per, and the sleepy boy, I did not ven­ture at once to speak again. Mr. Tilley was car­ry­ing a small had­dock in one hand, and present­ly shift­ed it to the oth­er hand lest it might touch my skirt. I knew that my com­pa­ny was ac­cept­ed, and we walked to­geth­er a lit­tle way.

			“You mean to have a good sup­per,” I ven­tured to say, by way of friend­li­ness.

			“Goin’ to have this ’ere had­dock an’ some o’ my good baked pota­toes; must eat to live,” re­spond­ed my com­pan­ion with great pleas­ant­ness and open ap­proval. I found that I had sud­den­ly left the for­bid­ding coast and come in­to the smooth lit­tle har­bor of friend­ship.

			“You ain’t nev­er been up to my place,” said the old man. “Folks don’t come now as they used to; no, ’tain’t no use to ask folks now. My poor dear she was a great hand to draw young com­pa­ny.”

			I re­mem­bered that Mrs. Todd had once said that this old fish­er­man had been sore strick­en and un­con­soled at the death of his wife.

			“I should like very much to come,” said I. “Per­haps you are go­ing to be at home lat­er on?”

			Mr. Tilley agreed, by a sober nod, and went his way bent-shoul­dered and with a rolling gait. There was a new patch high on the shoul­der of his old waist­coat, which cor­re­spond­ed to the re­new­ing of the Mi­ran­da’s main­sail down the bay, and I won­dered if his own fin­gers, clum­sy with much deep-sea fish­ing, had set it in.

			“Was there a good catch to­day?” I asked, stop­ping a mo­ment. “I didn’t hap­pen to be on the shore when the boats came in.”

			“No; all come in pret­ty light,” an­swered Mr. Tilley. “Ad­dicks an’ Bow­den they done the best; Abel an’ me we had but a slim fare. We went out ’ar­ly, but not so ’ar­ly as some­times; looked like a poor mornin’. I got nine had­dick, all small, and sev­en fish; the rest on ’em got more fish than had­dick. Well, I don’t ex­pect they feel like bitin’ ev­ery day; we l’arn to hu­mor ’em a lit­tle, an’ let ’em have their way ’bout it. These plaguey dog­fish kind of wor­ry ’em.” Mr. Tilley pro­nounced the last sen­tence with much sym­pa­thy, as if he looked up­on him­self as a true friend of all the had­dock and cod­fish that lived on the fish­ing grounds, and so we part­ed.

			Lat­er in the af­ter­noon I went along the beach again un­til I came to the foot of Mr. Tilley’s land, and found his rough track across the cob­ble­stones and rocks to the field edge, where there was a heavy piece of old wreck tim­ber, like a ship’s bone, full of treenails. From this a lit­tle foot­path, nar­row with one man’s tread­ing, led up across the small green field that made Mr. Tilley’s whole es­tate, ex­cept a strag­gling pas­ture that tilt­ed on edge up the steep hill­side be­yond the house and road. I could hear the tin­kle-tan­kle of a cow­bell some­where among the spruces by which the pas­ture was be­ing walked over and forest­ed from ev­ery side; it was like­ly to be called the wood lot be­fore long, but the field was un­mo­lest­ed. I could not see a bush or a brier any­where with­in its walls, and hard­ly a stray peb­ble showed it­self. This was most sur­pris­ing in that coun­try of firm ledges, and scat­tered stones which all the walls that in­dus­try could de­vise had hard­ly be­gun to clear away off the land. In the nar­row field I no­ticed some stout stakes, ap­par­ent­ly plant­ed at ran­dom in the grass and among the hills of pota­toes, but care­ful­ly paint­ed yel­low and white to match the house, a neat sharp-edged lit­tle dwelling, which looked strange­ly mod­ern for its own­er. I should have much soon­er be­lieved that the smart young whole­sale egg mer­chant of the Land­ing was its oc­cu­pant than Mr. Tilley, since a man’s house is re­al­ly but his larg­er body, and ex­press­es in a way his na­ture and char­ac­ter.

			I went up the field, fol­low­ing the smooth lit­tle path to the side door. As for us­ing the front door, that was a mat­ter of great cer­e­mo­ny; the long grass grew close against the high stone step, and a snow­ber­ry bush leaned over it, top-heavy with the weight of a morn­ing-glo­ry vine that had man­aged to take what the fish­er­men might call a half hitch about the door­knob. Eli­jah Tilley came to the side door to re­ceive me; he was knit­ting a blue yarn stock­ing with­out look­ing on, and was warm­ly dressed for the sea­son in a thick blue flan­nel shirt with white crock­ery but­tons, a fad­ed waist­coat and trousers heav­i­ly patched at the knees. These were not his fish­ing clothes. There was some­thing de­light­ful in the grasp of his hand, warm and clean, as if it nev­er touched any­thing but the com­fort­able woolen yarn, in­stead of cold sea wa­ter and slip­pery fish.

			“What are the paint­ed stakes for, down in the field?” I has­tened to ask, and he came out a step or two along the path to see; and looked at the stakes as if his at­ten­tion were called to them for the first time.

			“Folks laughed at me when I first bought this place an’ come here to live,” he ex­plained. “They said ’twa’n’t no kind of a field priv­i­lege at all; no place to raise any­thing, all full o’ stones. I was aware ’twas good land, an’ I worked some on it—odd times when I didn’t have noth­in’ else on hand—till I cleared them loose stones all out. You nev­er see a pret­ti­er piece than ’tis now; now did ye? Well, as for them paint­ed marks, them’s my buoys. I struck on to some heavy rocks that didn’t show none, but a plow’d be li­able to ground on ’em, an’ so I ketched holt an’ buoyed ’em same’s you see. They don’t trou­ble me no more’n if they wa’n’t there.”

			“You haven’t been to sea for noth­ing,” I said laugh­ing.

			“One trade helps an­oth­er,” said Eli­jah with an ami­able smile. “Come right in an’ set down. Come in an’ rest ye,” he ex­claimed, and led the way in­to his com­fort­able kitchen. The sun­shine poured in at the two fur­ther win­dows, and a cat was curled up sound asleep on the ta­ble that stood be­tween them. There was a new-look­ing light oil­cloth of a tiled pat­tern on the floor, and a crock­ery teapot, large for a house­hold of on­ly one per­son, stood on the bright stove. I ven­tured to say that some­body must be a very good house­keep­er.

			“That’s me,” ac­knowl­edged the old fish­er­man with frank­ness. “There ain’t no­body here but me. I try to keep things look­ing right, same’s poor dear left ’em. You set down here in this chair, then you can look off an’ see the wa­ter. None on ’em thought I was goin’ to get along alone, no way, but I wa’n’t goin’ to have my house turned up­si’ down an’ all changed about; no, not to please no­body. I was the on­ly one knew just how she liked to have things set, poor dear, an’ I said I was goin’ to make shift, and I have made shift. I’d rather tough it out alone.” And he sighed heav­i­ly, as if to sigh were his fa­mil­iar con­so­la­tion.

			We were both silent for a minute; the old man looked out the win­dow, as if he had for­got­ten I was there.

			“You must miss her very much?” I said at last.

			“I do miss her,” he an­swered, and sighed again. “Folks all kep’ re­peatin’ that time would ease me, but I can’t find it does. No, I miss her just the same ev­ery day.”

			“How long is it since she died?” I asked.

			“Eight year now, come the first of Oc­to­ber. It don’t seem near so long. I’ve got a sis­ter that comes and stops ’long o’ me a lit­tle spell, spring an’ fall, an’ odd times if I send af­ter her. I ain’t near so good a hand to sew as I be to knit, and she’s very quick to set ev­ery­thing to rights. She’s a mar­ried wom­an with a fam­i­ly; her son’s folks lives at home, an’ I can’t make no great claim on her time. But it makes me a kind o’ good ex­cuse, when I do send, to help her a lit­tle; she ain’t none too well off. Poor dear al­ways liked her, and we used to con­trive our ways to­geth­er. ’Tis full as easy to be alone. I set here an’ think it all over, an’ think con­sid­er­able when the weath­er’s bad to go out­side. I get so some days it feels as if poor dear might step right back in­to this kitchen. I keep a-watchin’ them doors as if she might step in to ary one. Yes, ma’am, I keep a-lookin’ off an’ drop­pin’ o’ my stitch­es; that’s just how it seems. I can’t git over losin’ of her no way nor no how. Yes, ma’am, that’s just how it seems to me.”

			I did not say any­thing, and he did not look up.

			“I git feel­in’ so some­times I have to lay ev­ery­thing by an’ go out door. She was a sweet pret­ty crea­tur’ long’s she lived,” the old man added mourn­ful­ly. “There’s that lit­tle rockin’ chair o’ her’n, I set an’ no­tice it an’ think how strange ’tis a crea­tur’ like her should be gone an’ that chair be here right in its old place.”

			“I wish I had known her; Mrs. Todd told me about your wife one day,” I said.

			“You’d have liked to come and see her; all the folks did,” said poor Eli­jah. “She’d been so pleased to hear ev­ery­thing and see some­body new that took such an int’rest. She had a kind o’ gift to make it pleas­ant for folks. I guess like­ly Almiry Todd told you she was a pret­ty wom­an, es­pe­cial­ly in her young days; late years, too, she kep’ her looks and come to be so pleas­ant lookin’. There, ’tain’t so much mat­ter, I shall be done afore a great while. No; I shan’t trou­ble the fish a great sight more.”

			The old wid­ow­er sat with his head bowed over his knit­ting, as if he were hasti­ly short­en­ing the very thread of time. The min­utes went slow­ly by. He stopped his work and clasped his hands firm­ly to­geth­er. I saw he had for­got­ten his guest, and I kept the af­ter­noon watch with him. At last he looked up as if but a mo­ment had passed of his con­tin­u­al lone­li­ness.

			“Yes, ma’am, I’m one that has seen trou­ble,” he said, and be­gan to knit again.

			The vis­i­ble trib­ute of his care­ful house­keep­ing, and the clean bright room which had once en­shrined his wife, and now en­shrined her mem­o­ry, was very mov­ing to me; he had no thought for any­one else or for any oth­er place. I be­gan to see her my­self in her home—a del­i­cate-look­ing, fad­ed lit­tle wom­an, who leaned up­on his rough strength and af­fec­tion­ate heart, who was al­ways watch­ing for his boat out of this very win­dow, and who al­ways opened the door and wel­comed him when he came home.

			“I used to laugh at her, poor dear,” said Eli­jah, as if he read my thought. “I used to make light of her timid no­tions. She used to be fear­ful when I was out in bad weath­er or baf­fled about git­tin’ ashore. She used to say the time seemed long to her, but I’ve found out all about it now. I used to be dread­ful thought­less when I was a young man and the fish was bitin’ well. I’d stay out late some o’ them days, an’ I ex­pect she’d watch an’ watch an’ lose heart a-wait­in’. My heart alive! what a sup­per she’d git, an’ be right there watchin’ from the door, with some­thin’ over her head if ’twas cold, wait­in’ to hear all about it as I come up the field. Lord, how I think o’ all them lit­tle things!”

			“This was what she called the best room; in this way,” he said present­ly, lay­ing his knit­ting on the ta­ble, and lead­ing the way across the front en­try and un­lock­ing a door, which he threw open with an air of pride. The best room seemed to me a much sad­der and more emp­ty place than the kitchen; its con­ven­tion­al­i­ties lacked the sim­ple per­fec­tion of the hum­bler room and failed on the side of poor am­bi­tion; it was on­ly when one re­mem­bered what pa­tient sav­ing, and what high re­spect for so­ci­ety in the ab­stract go to such fur­nish­ing that the lit­tle par­lor was in­ter­est­ing at all. I could imag­ine the great day of cer­tain pur­chas­es, the be­wil­der­ing shops of the next large town, the as­pir­ing anx­ious wom­an, the clum­sy sea-tanned man in his best clothes, so ea­ger to be pleased, but at ease on­ly when they were safe back in the sail­boat again, go­ing down the bay with their pre­cious freight, the hoard­ed mon­ey all spent and noth­ing to think of but tiller and sail. I looked at the un­worn car­pet, the glass vas­es on the man­tel­piece with their prim bunch­es of bleached swamp grass and dusty marsh rose­mary, and I could read the his­to­ry of Mrs. Tilley’s best room from its very be­gin­ning.

			“You see for your­self what beau­ti­ful rugs she could make; now I’m go­ing to show you her best tea things she thought so much of,” said the mas­ter of the house, open­ing the door of a shal­low cup­board. “That’s re­al chiny, all of it on those two shelves,” he told me proud­ly. “I bought it all my­self, when we was first mar­ried, in the port of Bor­deaux. There nev­er was one sin­gle piece of it broke un­til—Well, I used to say, long as she lived, there nev­er was a piece broke, but long at the last I no­ticed she’d look kind o’ dis­tressed, an’ I thought ’twas ’count o’ me boastin’. When they asked if they should use it when the folks was here to sup­per, time o’ her fu­ner­al, I knew she’d want to have ev­ery­thing nice, and I said ‘cer­tain.’ Some o’ the wom­en they come run­nin’ to me an’ called me, while they was takin’ of the chiny down, an’ showed me there was one o’ the cups broke an’ the pieces wropped in pa­per and pushed way back here, cor­ner o’ the shelf. They didn’t want me to go an’ think they done it. Poor dear! I had to put right out o’ the house when I see that. I knowed in one minute how ’twas. We’d got so used to sayin’ ’twas all there just’s I fetched it home, an’ so when she broke that cup some­how or ’nother she couldn’t frame no words to come an’ tell me. She couldn’t think ’twould vex me, ’twas her own hurt pride. I guess there wa’n’t no oth­er se­cret ev­er lay be­tween us.”

			The French cups with their gay sprigs of pink and blue, the best tum­blers, an old flow­ered bowl and tea cad­dy, and a japanned wait­er or two adorned the shelves. These, with a few da­guerreo­types in a lit­tle square pile, had the clos­et to them­selves, and I was con­scious of much plea­sure in see­ing them. One is shown over many a house in these days where the in­ter­est may be more com­plex, but not more def­i­nite.

			“Those were her best things, poor dear,” said Eli­jah as he locked the door again. “She told me that last sum­mer be­fore she was tak­en away that she couldn’t think o’ any­thing more she want­ed, there was ev­ery­thing in the house, an’ all her rooms was fur­nished pret­ty. I was goin’ over to the Port, an’ in­quired for er­rands. I used to ask her to say what she want­ed, cost or no cost—she was a very rea­son­able wom­an, an’ ’twas the place where she done all but her ex­tra shop­ping. It kind o’ chilled me up when she spoke so sat­is­fied.”

			“You don’t go out fish­ing af­ter Christ­mas?” I asked, as we came back to the bright kitchen.

			“No; I take stid­dy to my knit­ting af­ter Jan­u­ary sets in,” said the old sea­far­er. “ ’Tain’t worth while, fish make off in­to deep­er wa­ter an’ you can’t stand no such per­ishin’ for the sake o’ what you get. I leave out a few traps in shel­tered coves an’ do a lit­tle lob­sterin’ on fair days. The young fel­lows braves it out, some on ’em; but, for me, I lay in my win­ter’s yarn an’ set here where ’tis warm, an’ knit an’ take my com­fort. Moth­er learnt me once when I was a lad; she was a beau­ti­ful knit­ter her­self. I was laid up with a bad knee, an’ she said ’twould take up my time an’ help her; we was a large fam­i­ly. They’ll buy all the folks can do down here to Ad­dicks’ store. They say our Dun­net stockin’s is get­tin’ to be cel­e­brat­ed up to Bos­ton—good qual­i­ty o’ wool an’ even knit­tin’ or some­thin’. I’ve al­ways been called a pret­ty hand to do net­tin’, but seines is mas­ter cheap to what they used to be when they was all hand worked. I change off to net­tin’ long to­wards spring, and I piece up my trawls and lines and get my fishin’ stuff to rights. Lob­ster pots they re­quire at­ten­tion, but I make ’em up in spring weath­er when it’s warm there in the barn. No; I ain’t one o’ them that likes to set an’ do noth­in’.”

			“You see the rugs, poor dear did them; she wa’n’t very par­tial to knit­tin’,” old Eli­jah went on, af­ter he had count­ed his stitch­es. “Our rugs is be­gin­nin’ to show wear, but I can’t mas­ter none o’ them wom­an­ish tricks. My sis­ter, she tin­kers ’em up. She said last time she was here that she guessed they’d last my time.”

			“The old ones are al­ways the pret­ti­est,” I said.

			“You ain’t re­fer­rin’ to the braid­ed ones now?” an­swered Mr. Tilley. “You see ours is braid­ed for the most part, an’ their good looks is all in the be­gin­nin’. Poor dear used to say they made an eas­i­er floor. I go shuf­flin’ round the house same’s if ’twas a bo’t, and I al­ways used to be stub­bin’ up the cor­ners o’ the hooked kind. Her an’ me was al­ways havin’ our jokes to­geth­er same’s a boy an’ girl. Out­siders nev­er’d know noth­in’ about it to see us. She had nice man­ners with all, but to me there was no­body so en­ter­tain­in’. She’d take off any­body’s nat­u­ral talk win­ter evenin’s when we set here alone, so you’d think ’twas them a-speakin’. There, there!”

			I saw that he had dropped a stitch again, and was snarling the blue yarn round his clum­sy fin­gers. He han­dled it and threw it off at arm’s length as if it were a cod line; and frowned im­pa­tient­ly, but I saw a tear shin­ing on his cheek.

			I said that I must be go­ing, it was grow­ing late, and asked if I might come again, and if he would take me out to the fish­ing grounds some­day.

			“Yes, come any time you want to,” said my host, “ ’tain’t so pleas­ant as when poor dear was here. Oh, I didn’t want to lose her an’ she didn’t want to go, but it had to be. Such things ain’t for us to say; there’s no yes an’ no to it.”

			“You find Almiry Todd one o’ the best o’ wom­en?” said Mr. Tilley as we part­ed. He was stand­ing in the door­way and I had start­ed off down the nar­row green field. “No, there ain’t a bet­ter heart­ed wom­an in the State o’ Maine. I’ve known her from a girl. She’s had the best o’ moth­ers. You tell her I’m li­able to fetch her up a cou­ple or three nice good mack­er­el ear­ly to­mor­row,” he said. “Now don’t let it slip your mind. Poor dear, she al­ways thought a sight o’ Almiry, and she used to re­mind me there was no­body to fish for her; but I don’t rec’lect it as I ought to. I see you drop a line your­self very handy now an’ then.”

			We laughed to­geth­er like the best of friends, and I spoke again about the fish­ing grounds, and con­fessed that I had no fan­cy for a souther­ly breeze and a ground swell.

			“Nor me nei­ther,” said the old fish­er­man. “No­body likes ’em, say what they may. Poor dear was dis­obliged by the mere sight of a bo’t. Almiry’s got the best o’ moth­ers, I ex­pect you know; Mis’ Black­ett out to Green Is­land; and we was al­ways plan­nin’ to go out when sum­mer come; but there, I couldn’t pick no day’s weath­er that seemed to suit her just right. I nev­er set out to wor­ry her nei­ther, ’twa’n’t no kind o’ use; she was so pleas­ant we couldn’t have no fret nor trou­ble. ’Twas nev­er ‘you dear an’ you dar­lin’ afore folks, an’ ‘you div­il’ be­hind the door!”

			As I looked back from the low­er end of the field I saw him still stand­ing, a lone­ly fig­ure in the door­way. “Poor dear,” I re­peat­ed to my­self half aloud; “I won­der where she is and what she knows of the lit­tle world she left. I won­der what she has been do­ing these eight years!”

			I gave the mes­sage about the mack­er­el to Mrs. Todd.

			“Been vis­itin’ with ’Li­jah?” she asked with in­ter­est. “I ex­pect you had kind of a dull ses­sion; he ain’t the talkin’ kind; dwellin’ so much long o’ fish seems to make ’em lose the gift o’ speech.” But when I told her that Mr. Tilley had been talk­ing to me that day, she in­ter­rupt­ed me quick­ly.

			“Then ’twas all about his wife, an’ he can’t say noth­in’ too pleas­ant nei­ther. She was mod­est with strangers, but there ain’t one o’ her old friends can ev­er make up her loss. For me, I don’t want to go there no more. There’s some folks you miss and some folks you don’t, when they’re gone, but there ain’t hard­ly a day I don’t think o’ dear Sarah Tilley. She was al­ways right there; yes, you knew just where to find her like a plain flow­er. ’Li­jah’s wor­thy enough; I do es­teem ’Li­jah, but he’s a plod­din’ man.”

		
	
		
			
				XXI

				The Back­ward View

			
			At last it was the time of late sum­mer, when the house was cool and damp in the morn­ing, and all the light seemed to come through green leaves; but at the first step out of doors the sun­shine al­ways laid a warm hand on my shoul­der, and the clear, high sky seemed to lift quick­ly as I looked at it. There was no au­tum­nal mist on the coast, nor any Au­gust fog; in­stead of these, the sea, the sky, all the long shore line and the in­land hills, with ev­ery bush of bay and ev­ery fir-top, gained a deep­er col­or and a sharp­er clear­ness. There was some­thing shin­ing in the air, and a kind of lus­tre on the wa­ter and the pas­ture grass—a north­ern look that, ex­cept at this mo­ment of the year, one must go far to seek. The sun­shine of a north­ern sum­mer was com­ing to its love­ly end.

			The days were few then at Dun­net Land­ing, and I let each of them slip away un­will­ing­ly as a miser spends his coins. I wished to have one of my first weeks back again, with those long hours when noth­ing hap­pened ex­cept the growth of herbs and the course of the sun. Once I had not even known where to go for a walk; now there were many de­light­ful things to be done and done again, as if I were in Lon­don. I felt hur­ried and full of pleas­ant en­gage­ments, and the days flew by like a hand­ful of flow­ers flung to the sea wind.

			At last I had to say good­bye to all my Dun­net Land­ing friends, and my home­like place in the lit­tle house, and re­turn to the world in which I feared to find my­self a for­eign­er. There may be re­stric­tions to such a sum­mer’s hap­pi­ness, but the ease that be­longs to sim­plic­i­ty is charm­ing enough to make up for what­ev­er a sim­ple life may lack, and the gifts of peace are not for those who live in the thick of bat­tle.

			I was to take the small un­punc­tu­al steam­er that went down the bay in the af­ter­noon, and I sat for a while by my win­dow look­ing out on the green herb gar­den, with re­gret for com­pa­ny. Mrs. Todd had hard­ly spo­ken all day ex­cept in the briefest and most dis­ap­prov­ing way; it was as if we were on the edge of a quar­rel. It seemed im­pos­si­ble to take my de­par­ture with any­thing like com­po­sure. At last I heard a foot­step, and looked up to find that Mrs. Todd was stand­ing at the door.

			“I’ve seen to ev­ery­thing now,” she told me in an un­usu­al­ly loud and busi­nesslike voice. “Your trunks are on the w’arf by this time. Cap’n Bow­den he come and took ’em down him­self, an’ is go­ing to see that they’re safe aboard. Yes, I’ve seen to all your ’range­ments,” she re­peat­ed in a gen­tler tone. “These things I’ve left on the kitchen ta­ble you’ll want to car­ry by hand; the bas­ket needn’t be re­turned. I guess I shall walk over to­wards the Port now an’ in­quire how old Mis’ Ed­ward Caplin is.”

			I glanced at my friend’s face, and saw a look that touched me to the heart. I had been sor­ry enough be­fore to go away.

			“I guess you’ll ex­cuse me if I ain’t down there to stand around on the w’arf and see you go,” she said, still try­ing to be gruff. “Yes, I ought to go over and in­quire for Mis’ Ed­ward Caplin; it’s her third shock, and if moth­er gets in on Sun­day she’ll want to know just how the old la­dy is.” With this last word Mrs. Todd turned and left me as if with sud­den thought of some­thing she had for­got­ten, so that I felt sure she was com­ing back, but present­ly I heard her go out of the kitchen door and walk down the path to­ward the gate. I could not part so; I ran af­ter her to say good­bye, but she shook her head and waved her hand with­out look­ing back when she heard my hur­ry­ing steps, and so went away down the street.

			When I went in again the lit­tle house had sud­den­ly grown lone­ly, and my room looked emp­ty as it had the day I came. I and all my be­long­ings had died out of it, and I knew how it would seem when Mrs. Todd came back and found her lodger gone. So we die be­fore our own eyes; so we see some chap­ters of our lives come to their nat­u­ral end.

			I found the lit­tle pack­ages on the kitchen ta­ble. There was a quaint West In­di­an bas­ket which I knew its own­er had val­ued, and which I had once ad­mired; there was an af­fect­ing pro­vi­sion laid be­side it for my sea­far­ing sup­per, with a neat­ly tied bunch of south­ern­wood and a twig of bay, and a lit­tle old leather box which held the coral pin that Nathan Todd brought home to give to poor Joan­na.

			There was still an hour to wait, and I went up the hill just above the school­house and sat there think­ing of things, and look­ing off to sea, and watch­ing for the boat to come in sight. I could see Green Is­land, small and dark­ly wood­ed at that dis­tance; be­low me were the hous­es of the vil­lage with their ap­ple-trees and bits of gar­den ground. Present­ly, as I looked at the pas­tures be­yond, I caught a last glimpse of Mrs. Todd her­self, walk­ing slow­ly in the foot­path that led along, fol­low­ing the shore to­ward the Port. At such a dis­tance one can feel the large, pos­i­tive qual­i­ties that con­trol a char­ac­ter. Close at hand, Mrs. Todd seemed able and warm­heart­ed and quite ab­sorbed in her bustling in­dus­tries, but her dis­tant fig­ure looked mate­less and ap­peal­ing, with some­thing about it that was strange­ly self-pos­sessed and mys­te­ri­ous. Now and then she stooped to pick some­thing—it might have been her fa­vorite pen­ny­roy­al—and at last I lost sight of her as she slow­ly crossed an open space on one of the high­er points of land, and dis­ap­peared again be­hind a dark clump of ju­niper and the point­ed firs.

			As I came away on the lit­tle coast­wise steam­er, there was an old sea run­ning which made the surf leap high on all the rocky shores. I stood on deck, look­ing back, and watched the busy gulls agree and turn, and sway to­geth­er down the long slopes of air, then sep­a­rate hasti­ly and plunge in­to the waves. The tide was set­ting in, and plen­ty of small fish were com­ing with it, un­con­scious of the sil­ver flash­ing of the great birds over­head and the quick­ness of their fierce beaks. The sea was full of life and spir­it, the tops of the waves flew back as if they were winged like the gulls them­selves, and like them had the free­dom of the wind. Out in the main chan­nel we passed a bent-shoul­dered old fish­er­man bound for the evening round among his lob­ster traps. He was toil­ing along with short oars, and the do­ry tossed and sank and tossed again with the steam­er’s waves. I saw that it was old Eli­jah Tilley, and though we had so long been strangers we had come to be warm friends, and I wished that he had wait­ed for one of his mates, it was such hard work to row along shore through rough seas and tend the traps alone. As we passed I waved my hand and tried to call to him, and he looked up and an­swered my farewells by a solemn nod. The lit­tle town, with the tall masts of its dis­abled schooners in the in­ner bay, stood high above the flat sea for a few min­utes then it sank back in­to the uni­for­mi­ty of the coast, and be­came in­dis­tin­guish­able from the oth­er towns that looked as if they were crum­bled on the furzy-green stoni­ness of the shore.

			The small out­er is­lands of the bay were cov­ered among the ledges with turf that looked as fresh as the ear­ly grass; there had been some days of rain the week be­fore, and the dark­er green of the sweet-fern was scat­tered on all the pas­ture heights. It looked like the be­gin­ning of sum­mer ashore, though the sheep, round and warm in their win­ter wool, be­trayed the sea­son of the year as they went feed­ing along the slopes in the low af­ter­noon sun­shine. Present­ly the wind be­gan to blow and we struck out sea­ward to dou­ble the long shel­ter­ing head­land of the cape, and when I looked back again, the is­lands and the head­land had run to­geth­er and Dun­net Land­ing and all its coasts were lost to sight.
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