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To every “man in the arena”—those who understand why it is not the critic who counts.


“Webster says, ‘History is a continuous narrative of events,’ but I include in mine many private thoughts.”

—James Eagleson, 18841


Author’s Note

A careful reader of these pages will notice that the events described are not always recounted in strict chronological sequence. (For example, more than a year passed between the day Gabriel gave me my vasculum and our fossil hunting expedition, but it was logical to relate them in the same chapter.) This is intended to aid in readability of the text. Life does not always occur in neatly grouped subject headings, but a neatly organized book is a more enjoyable read than the randomly lumped stream of consciousness that generally constitutes daily life. Of course, the very subject of this book will alert its audience that my nature inclines me to take liberties with temporal chronology.

The events in this narrative are all true and as accurately depicted as my memory can make them.


Introduction

The Angels in the Details

All creatures surround themselves with the things that make them most comfortable. In the case of my husband and myself, we just happen to be more comfortable with surroundings more of a nineteenth-century nature than of a twenty-first-century one. In technical terms, our life is a long-term experiential study in temporal diversity of culture and nineteenth-century technology. We study the late Victorian era the way avid linguists study foreign languages: by interacting with our subject as much as possible. There is no passport for traveling through time, but we do our best.

It started with our clothes. When Gabriel gave me a corset on my twenty-ninth birthday, I had no idea how that simple garment would capture my imagination and ultimately lead me into a different world from the one I had been born into—a world of ticking clocks and rustling silk, scented by kerosene and paraffin and inks pressed from the fragrant petals of flowers. It is a world that the modern era is separated from, yet touched by. As historian Vaclav Smil says in Creating the Twentieth Century, “[T]he fundamental means to realize nearly all of the 20th-century accomplishments were put in place even before the century began, mostly during the three closing decades of the 19th century and in the years preceding WWI.”2 The nineteenth century birthed the twentieth—and, by extension, the twenty-first.

My husband and I have both always loved history in general and the Victorian era in particular. It often seems to us as though everything worth inventing—everything that made the modern world what it is (for good or ill)—came into being in the last few decades of the nineteenth century. When I started wearing Victorian clothing on a regular basis and we realized how much insight this provided into the everyday lives of the past, we started wondering what other windows were waiting to be opened through the exploration of more elements of the Victorian experience.

When we first resolved upon this life, we tried to find other people like us, individuals who viewed the past as a different culture and wanted to comprehend it. Too many academic historians view the past as a dead thing to be dissected and then encased in glass. Collectors often focus on specific items rather than the big picture of the culture that gave those items context. There are certainly some very impressive collections in the world, and we enjoy seeing them when they pertain to our interests, but we have broader goals than collecting for its own sake.

The people we find truly anathema are the ones who reduce the past to caricature and distort it to fit their own bigoted stereotypes. We’ve gone to events that claimed to be historic fashion shows but turned out to be gaudy polyester parades with no shadow of reality behind them. As we heard our ancestors mocked and bigoted stereotypes presented as facts, we felt like we had gone to an event advertised as an NAACP convention only to discover it was actually a minstrel show featuring actors in blackface. Some so-called “living history” events really are that bigoted.

When we object to history being degraded this way, the guilty parties shout that they are “just having fun.” What they are really doing is attacking a past that cannot defend itself. Perhaps they are having fun, but it is the sort of fun a schoolyard brute has at the expense of a child who goes home bruised and weeping. It’s time someone stood up for the past.

I have always hated bullies. The instinct to attack difference can be seen in every social species, but if humans truly desire to rise above barbarism, then we must cease acting like beasts. The human race may have been born in mud and ignorance, but we are blessed with minds sufficiently powerful to shape our behavior. Personal choices form the lives of individuals; the sum of all interactions determine the nature of societies.

At present, it is politically fashionable in America to tolerate limited diversity based around race, religion, and sexual orientation, yet following a trend does not equate with being truly open-minded. There are people who proudly proclaim they support women’s rights, yet have an appallingly limited definition of what those rights entail. (Currently, fashionable privileges are voting, working outside the home, and easy divorce; some people would be dumbfounded at the idea that creating beautiful things, working inside the home, and marriage are equally desirable rights for many women.) In the eighteenth century, Voltaire declared, “I disagree with what you say but I will fight to the death for your right to say it.”3 Many modern Americans seem to have perverted this to, “I will fight to the death for your right to agree with what I say.”

When we stand up for history, we are in our way standing up for all true diversity. When we question stereotypes and fight ignorance about the past, we force people to question ignorance in general.

Our embrace of historic culture came at a crossroads in our lives, and we found ourselves contemplating the ways in which surroundings affect lives at a time when we were also seeking a new home for ourselves. My husband had recently graduated with a master’s degree in library science from the University of Washington in Seattle. A disastrous—and very brief—move to Washington, DC (when Gabriel accepted a contract job at the Library of Congress) so strongly impressed the importance of community and surroundings upon us that we practically left skid marks across the country getting back to the Pacific Northwest. The result was that we took a leap—partly a leap of faith in our own determination but also a leap of hope for what we could accomplish together. We bought an 1888 house in Port Townsend (Washington’s Victorian seaport and long our favorite place) and proceeded to see how Victorian a life we could truly carve out for ourselves in the twenty-first-century world.

An enormous amount of the infrastructure that supported society and people’s everyday lives in the nineteenth century has vanished. Some disappearances happened long ago, others are more recent than most people realize. The culture of the past—like any culture—was based on complicated economies and relationships among millions of individuals. Expecting two people to bring back multiple industries that supported millions would be patently ridiculous. Certain exigencies must be accepted because we live in the world as it is, not as we would wish it to be.

We are not playing a role, but living a real life, and a lot of that involves working out ways to exist in the world without sacrificing our principles. In this, we are no different from anyone else with strong convictions.

I have a degree in international studies and, four years into this endeavor, our household reminds me of the many homes of immigrants I have visited throughout the years. Whether they are the homes of expats abroad or the US households of fresh entries into the American melting pot, settler domiciles always show the cultural identities of those who inhabit them, alongside the inescapable reminders that one has not actually traveled very far. Our personal histories assert themselves, no matter where we are. We all do what we can with what we have to make our dreams come true. Completely shifting our home to embody the ultimate incarnation of our dreams is a lifelong endeavor that we recognize may never be finished, but we continue to move along that long and winding path, and each step we have taken has taught us something about the world that has been, the world that is, and—perhaps—the world that is yet to come. The longer we do this and the deeper we delve into the minutiae of nineteenth-century life, the more I see its reflections in the world around me, even outside my home. Traveling through different countries and studying their peoples helped me to see their influence everywhere I turned in my own country when I returned to America. So, too, our investigations through time have brought greater clarity to the echoing refrains of history still ringing in the modern world.

People say the devil is in the details, but I contend that a great many angels reside there as well. For one thing, details distinguish cultures from one another and allow us to revel in the great diversity that the human race can manifest. All people have the same basic needs of shelter, food, and companionship, yet the ways we define and realize these things vary widely. One’s specific outlines of their needs define not only their culture, but increasingly specific subsets thereof, narrowing down to the identity that is truly their own. Shelter can be any structure from a palace to a yurt; food may range from raw seaweed to roast ortolan. As for companionship, it might take an entire network of acquaintances to stave off loneliness from one person, while another is happy nested within a large family or cuddled close to the heart of one person who means the world to them. For some, all it takes is a pet or a single cherished book. These differences are details, it’s true, but they are details that define us and that we, in turn, define through our own choices and resources.

What distinguishes a Victorian home from a modern one? The answer is the same as if one had asked what distinguishes any culture from another: details. These details are too numerous to list and most, on their own, might seem small to an outside observer. Yet each has a lesson to teach us, just as each individual is a living part of his or her society.

Just as hosting an exchange student teaches lessons about another culture, interacting with an artifact from history provides insights into another time. The effect is amplified when exposure intensifies. Many artifacts were designed to function within a specific context and interact with other objects and infrastructure contemporary to themselves. The more one can reinstate an artifact’s context, the better it functions and the more sense it makes. (Imagine trying to analyze a remote control without access to its corresponding device or the power sources of either.)

One of my favorite quotes about cultural meanings came from my first French professor on the very first day of class. “French people,” she told the students, “don’t say something in French because they mean it in English and just don’t know any better. French people say something in French because they mean it in French!” To truly comprehend the meaning of something, understanding its context is vital.

Traveling to a foreign country is the best way to learn about its culture or language because it places the student in the context of the subject. They are exposed to all the details of life and witness how infinite factors compound each other to form the complex equation of a functioning society. We can’t travel to the past, but we can surround ourselves with its details.

From the time my husband and I first envisioned this project, we knew that this form of historical education would be the slow and steady work of a lifetime. Someone who is born into a culture emerges into a time and place already surrounded by its details. We would have to slowly reinstate them when this was possible and compare and debate modern equivalents when it wasn’t. For example, no publisher on Earth will accept a handwritten manuscript any more. I keep my daily diary by hand, as well as all my notes, and even draft my manuscripts that way, but when it’s time to submit things to my editor, I have to transcribe all that I’ve written and submit an electronic version. The world is a complicated place. Anyone with a lifestyle that deviates at all from the mainstream must find ways to survive within the existing systems. The key is to not lose sight of one’s philosophies in the process, to not lose track of ways those compromises can accord with the ideal.

When contemplating the past, many people think only of what it didn’t have and consider that temporal difference only means cutting things out. In some ways, this would be easy, but it is the polar opposite of the task that Gabriel and I set for ourselves. Our job, as we saw it, was to put historical elements into our lives so that we could learn from them. Oil lamps, writing tools, period recipes, furniture, advice manuals … We knew all these things had lessons to teach us; the catch was we would have to acquire them first. Just getting hold of something from the nineteenth century often constitutes more than half the struggle to use it. Before bringing even small, quotidian elements of the past into our lives, we must always deal first with challenges of money, time, and the quirky twists of fate.

No one pays us to live as we do or sponsors us in any way. Nor are we even remotely wealthy. Everything we gather is something we’ve saved for, in many cases for a very long while. Since the items we can afford are not always in the best condition, they often require repairs just to be serviceable. Just learning how to repair them (or finding someone who can) requires research, which, of course, takes time. The things we can make from scratch take time, as well. I make all my own clothes and most take months or even years of work.
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Gabriel and me. Image courtesy Matt Choi, Mary Studio.

Even if some beneficent sponsor were to sweep in and shower us with funds, there would still be the quirks of fate to consider. Some items are just hard to find now, period—even if they were common in the past. Ironically, the most common items often become the rarest over time because no one thinks them worthy of preservation. These are the sorts of things it takes patience and luck to find, and we must be quick on our feet about snatching them when they come up.

These are all challenges (in some cases very difficult ones), but we never consider them hardships. Seeking out quotidian items from the nineteenth century and learning how to interact with them properly constitute some of our favorite joys. Gabriel and I both love to learn, and we enjoy hunting together for an ever-deepening knowledge of a period that fascinates us.

The late nineteenth century was an incredibly dynamic time. We focus on the decades of the 1880s and ’90s because they seem pivotal. People were dealing with technologies like telephones and ultra-fast mail for the first time and asking each other for advice about situations modern people still find challenging. The period is a goldmine of advice for issues that remain relevant today.

We focused our lens of inquiry upon the late nineteenth century and began gathering objects to aid our inquiries and be our teachers. The story that follows recounts just a few of our adventures from the first four years of this quest for knowledge and what we’ve learned.


1

A Home of a Distinct Form

[image: image]

Illustration from The Wheelman cycling magazine, June 1883.

“Residential buildings profoundly shape the behavior of people. Individuals who live in homes of distinct forms and contents internalize a spectrum of spatial and social rules regarding appropriate activities there. They become socialized via cultural norms and kin to be sure, but also through interactions with their furnishings and built surroundings.”

—Jeanne E. Arnold, et al, 20124

I’ve always loved electrical outages, even as a child. For me, these failures in technology represented not inconvenience or hardship, but much-longed-for peace. Growing up in a household where the television was never silent, even while we slept, and always growled in the background, I yearned for quiet. Power outages silenced the television and put the vulturine eyes of all the myriad blinking devices to sleep. What bliss that quiet brought! The gentle glow of lamplight or candle flame seemed almost holy in the solace it offered.

I never stopped yearning for that balance between sacred light and velvet darkness, and when I matured, I married a man who understood my sympathies in that quarter. Throughout the early winters of our marriage, we would celebrate the coming of the winter solstice by forgoing electric lights altogether for the weeks between December’s first day and the official coming of winter on the solstice. While the pale radiance of our northern latitude grew rarer, and all our friends and neighbors fought the ever-increasing nighttime blackness with blinking strings and streamers of light, we eschewed electric illumination and faced the darkness.

The first year we did this, I was deeply struck by the psychological impact of the night. I had not been expecting to be hit so profoundly by the darkness—after all, I had grown up in the Pacific Northwest. A map places Seattle at 47.6 degrees northern latitude: farther north than Maine. Differences in geographical features mean we have less snow than many other locations, but the only US state with longer nights is Alaska. In some ways, the lack of snow seems to make Seattle winters even darker; there is nothing to reflect the sallow moonlight on those long nights, and gray rain clouds hide the wan sun throughout the ever-shortening days. Even when one or the other of those celestial orbs appears through a crack in the slate ceiling that covers us through all those long months, no crystals refract their light. It drowns in the puddles and is swallowed up by the mud.

I had understood these things about the light on an intellectual level, and, of course, discussions about seasonal affective disorder (SAD) and full-spectrum lighting are such popular topics of conversation in Seattle that they grow wearisome. On one of the coldest, rainiest days of winter, a text message received by one of my husband’s colleagues ran, “Sitting under sunlamp. Gun to head.” The Northwest does that to people.

Yet, I had never truly appreciated the stark difference between night and day when I could simply toggle a switch to convert one to the other. During our first several years of marriage—and thus of this particular tradition—we lived not in the city but in a rural location hemmed in by fir trees, so no metropolitan light intruded upon our self-imposed blackness. In those long weeks of darkness, I caught a glimpse into the minds of our ancestors. The death of the light grows very obvious as one nears the winter solstice in high latitudes.

With powerful electric bulbs destroying all distinction between night and day, it is easy to overlook the dying of the sun, simple to dismiss religious light festivals as mere superstition. But when the fallacy of electric light is banished and one must face the truth of the darkness as humans have done for thousands of years, with only flame between our mortal frames and the night, every lost minute of sun is mourned. The nights grow ever longer as the light dies, and the most stalwart logic cannot completely banish the primal doubt that creeps through the back door of the soul: will the sun truly return? As we sit through lengthening hours of darkness awaiting an ever-enfeebled dawn, the evidence contradicts our logical argument of a detached notion of planet rotation. The light is not coming back. Winter has given it a mortal blow, and nothing shall ever be bright again.

Then solstice passes. The days grow longer. Can words possibly express the absolute bliss of the soul as light returns to the landscape, the relief brought with brightness as logic is affirmed and celestial bodies proven to be turning in their proper orbits? Never! As humans, we can analyze the phenomenon, we can discuss it, but we can never truly understand it in our souls until we have lived it. We must confront the darkness to know the value of the light.

Darkness lends itself well to retrospection. Even while Gabriel and I lived through those powerless nights of winter holidays, we recognized how limited the experience was. “Imagine,” we would tell each other, “what it would be like without any electricity at all. No noisy fridge humming, no modern inconveniences.” The idea excited us.

Time and again, we came back to the topic and had variants on the same discussion. It was inevitable that conversation should lead to the extreme conclusion of the idea.

“What if we went all the way?” Gabriel asked. “Not just for a specified time, but always? What if we got rid of all the extra modern stuff we don’t really need and went back to how people used to live?”

“I always did want to live in the nineteenth century,” I said dreamily. “When I was a little girl and my mom took me to the Flavel House Museum in Astoria, I begged her to leave me there.” I smiled into the darkness, my imagination split between memories of a girl younger than myself and visions of a century older than my time. “I used to dream about what it would be like to live there amidst all that beauty, what it would have been like when the house was new.”

The Flavel House was the nineteenth-century home of a wealthy Victorian family, now converted to a museum, all its rooms filled with period artifacts as though it truly were still a bygone era and the family had simply stepped away for a short time. I wanted to stay there—to live there—more desperately than I had ever wanted to be anywhere else.

“I spent all my allowance on a little scented soap in one of the nearby shops, and after we went home I used to lie in that old fiberglass bathtub in the house where I grew up, closing my eyes and breathing in the scent of that soap. I would imagine I was in the bathroom of the Flavel House and the smell of the soap was the ocean air coming through the window. Then I would dream about being out in the rose garden with that same ocean scent all around me. I spent hours thinking about it.” I sighed and looked over at my husband.

He smiled at me. “Wouldn’t it be nice?”

“To go back in time? Of course it would.” I shrugged in a fatalistic way. “Not gonna happen, though.”

“Why not?”

I laughed at the illogical question.

“I mean—” he specified, “what I was saying before. Why couldn’t we just incorporate as much as we can of the past into our lives? Bring back as much of it as we could?”

“Okay,” I responded flippantly. “I’ll stop driving and we’ll both give up cell phones.”

Now it was Gabriel’s turn to laugh. The joke, of course, was that I have never possessed a driver’s license and neither of us have ever owned a mobile telephone. As an adolescent, then later in college, I had never had the money to buy or maintain an automobile so there seemed very little point in learning to drive one. By the time I could theoretically have afforded a car, I understood how easy it was to do without one. I saw no reason to devote a large portion of my income to a machine whose role seemed to consist of fouling the air, eliminating exercise, and occasionally murdering squirrels and pussycats. I also admit that there was a certain degree of mulish stubbornness at work. Every time yet another person heard I didn’t have a license and responded that of course I had to learn to drive, I became all the more determined to prove it is possible for an American to be a fully functioning adult without an internally combusting toy.

The story behind our lack of cell phones is a similar one. When they were initially introduced, they were expensive, and when they became cheaper and virtually ubiquitous, society’s insistence that they were necessary made me want to prove that this was not the case. Human beings survived quite happily throughout the vast majority of our history with neither motorized vehicles nor mobile phones. They lived, prospered, procreated, and died without the slightest intimation that such things would ever exist. Large numbers of people covering huge swaths of the globe still live without such things. Why so many modern Americans have come to consider them as essential as oxygen is a mystery to me.

“Just because other people live a certain way doesn’t mean we have to,” Gabriel continued. It was an affirmation of the sentiment that lay behind my last sarcastic comment and, at the same time, a support of the larger idea he was arguing.

Suddenly, our refrigerator started its customary howling. It had a malfunctioning compression coil that went off with increasing frequency to split the air with a warbling shriek like a ghost in a low-budget horror movie. Profoundly irritating though this was, it didn’t affect the cooling apparatus and we had grown accustomed to it. We calmly covered our ears until it finished.

Once we could hear each other again, Gabriel gestured toward the appliance. “Wouldn’t it be nice to do without all that?”

“Or, we could just buy a new refrigerator,” I suggested.

“They’re expensive.”

“So are your bicycles,” I told him.

Gabriel worked at a bike shop and had a penchant for flashy models.

“Not nearly as expensive as a fridge,” he argued.

“But maybe a little more practical?” I ventured.

“That depends on your point of view. Bikes take you places. It’s not like you can ride a fridge.”

I rolled my eyes at him.

“I’m not just talking about the fridge though,” Gabriel went on. “I’m talking about everything. I’m talking about getting rid of all the modern stuff, all the modern inconveniences, and stripping it down to just what we really need.”

“It’s not exactly practical,” I mused.

“Yes, it is! Honestly, what could be more practical than deciding what we really need and just going with that?” He kissed my cheek and took my hand, stroking the skin at the back of my wrist. “Think about it: wouldn’t you love to live those old dreams you had as a kid, actually see those old fantasies become real?”

“I don’t think that’s possible.”

He wrapped me in his arms. “But what if it were?”
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It took a number of years for those old buds of thought to blossom and bear fruit. Life intervened, as it has a way of doing, and its obstacles led us in roundabout paths. I had an opportunity to work in Japan and I took it, spending a year teaching English in a small city on the northwest coast of Honshu. Meanwhile, Gabriel went back to university and earned a degree in history, and then at about the time I was returning from abroad, he started pursuing a master’s degree in library science.

I had returned from Asia with a much-deepened perspective on culture and the influence of human environments on the lifestyles of individuals and societies. Gabriel had been enhancing his knowledge of a past that had always interested us, then honing his skills in research and learning to glean forgotten information from primary-source materials.*

Traveling along different routes, my husband and I were converging at the crossroads of those former discussions: the idea of setting up our lives in such a way that we could choose our culture—not based merely on the gilt embossing on the covers of our passports, but on the entirety of the lives we wished to follow. There were a number of detours along the way, but glossing over the larger part of these brings this story to its interesting bits.
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It almost seemed as though Mother Nature approved of our choice to journey backwards in time and was helping us along with it, while at the same time reinforcing any doubts about exactly how difficult the path we had chosen was going to be. Snowstorms are rare in the Seattle area in the twenty-first century. Before global warming settled over the planet, they used to be more common: the biggest snowstorm of Seattle’s recorded history happened in January 1880, when five days of steady snow drifted into piles six feet deep in some places.5 Now, though, a few inches of white crystals on the ground in January or February are sufficient to make news stations interrupt regularly scheduled programming with reports so sensationalized that they might seem better suited to avalanches than to a bit of slush barely adequate to making a snow-fetus, let alone a snowman. Snow in November is virtually unheard of, yet here it was: a whirling, frosty delight. Gazing out the window, I reflected that this touch of nature could in a certain way be a metaphor for the nineteenth century, which is always so much in my mind: both are either beautiful or troublesome depending on one’s perspective. My own attitude gives them the former description.

It was two days before Thanksgiving 2010, and I was relishing the weather. “Could there be any more Victorian weather than snow?” I asked Gabriel, who was watching through eyeglasses ground to his own prescription but framed by antique rims more than a century old.

My husband started to shake his head, then reflected. “Fog,” he replied, smiling.

I gave him a peck on the cheek. “I do love fog,” I said, pulling his arms around me in a hug. “But we get that all the time around here. This is far more unique and special.” I gazed out the window at the cascading lace draping the world.

We were at my mother-in-law’s house and she broke into our reverie. “Are you sure you guys want to go up there in this?” Barbara asked, putting emphasis on the last word and peering out into the storm.

We wanted very badly to spend a cozy Thanksgiving in our new house as soon as the realtor’s paperwork went through, so we were spending some preholiday time at my mother-in-law’s to make up for not being with her on Thanksgiving itself. “They’re telling people to stay off the roads if they don’t have to be out.” She frowned, squinting first at the radio, then at the damp Pacific Northwest snow.

“It’ll be fine, Mom,” Gabriel reassured her. Around us, the lights blinked as the weight of snow on the area’s power lines threatened to knock out the region’s electricity.

Gabriel and I grinned at each other. “Go out! Go out, go out!” I jeered at the electricity in a quiet but excited whisper while my mother-in-law’s back was turned. Gabriel smirked at me and gave the dimming of the lights an approving thumbs-up. Like me, he has long taken a delight in power outages that most of our compatriots would probably consider perverse.

Dusk settled and, as the natural illumination disappeared, the electrical lights, which had been blinking all day, finally went out. We retired to the guest room that Gabriel and his two siblings share in rotation when any of them happen to be visiting their mother. Surrounded by an odd hodgepodge of doll paraphernalia left behind by Gabriel’s grown sister and musical miscellany stowed by his brother (the middle sibling, a professional hammer-dulcimer player who is almost perpetually on tour), we tucked ourselves snugly into bed and dreamed about a future based on the past.
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In the morning, we awoke to a cold, hushed world. The power was still out, but a different sort of electricity was in the air—that empowering adrenaline rush that flows through animals’ blood when we realize we are experiencing the eye of a storm. The sky outside was a clear, topaz blue so bright it almost reflected its color upon the snow on the ground, but no birds sang. When Gabriel and I ventured, shivering, out of the bedroom where we had slept, a battery-operated radio on the dining room table announced that more heavy weather was on its way and repeated the advisory to stay off the roads.

“Have there been any calls from the mortgage company or the realtors?” Gabriel asked, as eager as I was. We were anxious to get to our new home, but to be legal about it, we had to make sure all the paperwork cleared first. There hadn’t been any calls yet, so we watched the telephone as a cat watches a mouse hole.

Our anxious wait slowed down time. Our nerves were as tight as overwound clocks from anticipation, and beyond this our skin could feel the shifting barometric pressures in the air from the other half of the storm, which was still on its way. The radio station, tuned in on the little battery-operated device on the table, kept interrupting their programs to give updates on storm damage throughout the region and to warn that the situation would get much worse after the eye passed and the second half of the storm hit.

The phone calls telling us the paperwork had cleared came through just after lunch, and we immediately rushed to leave before the weather could get worse again. The storm was still tensing to strike, but we had no idea how long it would hold off and truly no concept of what the situation would be in Port Townsend. (The radio gave detailed descriptions of conditions in Seattle and each of its suburbs, but our new and future home was part of the consolidated category of “further north” where it was said conditions were stormier.) We wanted to get as many miles behind us as possible while the weather was still restraining itself and hopefully be in our new home by the time the winds and snow descended once more.

While I bundled up in my antique mink coat, Barbara rushed around her little house gathering impromptu emergency supplies in case we got stuck somewhere. Into a paper sack, she put some bottles of water, a box of crackers, and a large Cadbury’s chocolate bar. I smiled when I saw this last item, thinking how appropriate it was. The Cadbury Company traces its origins to a nutritious chocolate drink sold in a tea and coffee shop started by John Cadbury in 1824, and chocolate bars came into vogue at the very end of the Victorian era.6

Barbara hugged us both and warned us to be careful. She gave Gabriel a few last pieces of advice about driving the vehicle we were borrowing from her. Then we were off, with a beautiful azure sky overhead and a new life awaiting us.

The roads were almost entirely coated in ice, churned up in places by the passage of vehicles with chains. Creeping along these paths like something out of a Zamboni’s nightmare, we passed dozens of abandoned vehicles that had skidded off the side of roads, including a large Comcast truck with chains on its tires. Every block-length of road we covered seemed to have at least one obviously abandoned car on its shoulder, pitched at a weird angle.

We passed through the eye of the storm and met its other side near Port Gamble, a picture-postcard of a town. Like our destination and new home, it had also been founded in the nineteenth century. I squinted through the window for its trim houses and sturdy general store but saw only snow. Huge crystals fell with a steady swiftness, shrouding the road. I shivered and pulled my fur coat tighter around myself.

The white blanket over the earth and sifting lace in the atmosphere added an epic sense of unreality to the journey. Through the darkness of sunset and thick snow, I glimpsed Port Gamble’s church steeple and the barest impression of gingerbread trim on its houses. Then those were gone, blanketed in fog and snow. I could almost imagine we truly were traveling backwards in time.

We soon reached that glorious Victorian seaport, Port Townsend, Washington. The nineteenth-century courthouse with its elaborate clock tower rose proudly on the hill, and all around the town lay still and serene while the snow turned the landscape into a steel-plate engraving from a Dickensian novel.

[image: image]

Arriving at our house, we were greeted by a chorus of tiny birds in the front yard, while in the backyard bunny tracks crisscrossed a clean field of white crystals. Admittedly, this idyll was somewhat spoiled by the mountain of trash also in the backyard, left by the house’s previous owner. The building had been completely empty for more than a year before we’d bought it and before that it was rented out by absentee landlords for more than a decade. I considered that an entire year was an excessively long time to leave a massive heap of trash lying about but I tried not to let it spoil my enjoyment of the moment.

The journey to our new home had been a long one and I hurried to the downstairs bathroom—the older of the house’s two lavatory facilities. My first rather urgent gaze was for the toilet, but what I saw when my eyes fell on it in the gathering dusk stopped me in my tracks. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

I squinted. No, my eyes weren’t mistaken. I wouldn’t have even thought what I was seeing would be possible in the normally temperate climate of the Pacific Northwest. I knew I was cold, but—seriously? “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I repeated, louder this time.

“What?” asked Gabriel from the adjoining kitchen.

I shook my head in disbelief, bending over the incredible sight. “The water in the toilet bowl is frozen,” I called through the bathroom door. “Solid!” I added, lifting up the seat and seeing the white starburst core within the ice. I removed the lid from the tank in the rear. “And there’s …” I tapped the hefty tile of ice within with the ceramic lid, judging thickness, “at least two inches of ice in the tank at the back of the toilet!”

“Try the upstairs bathroom!” suggested Gabriel.

The tiny upstairs water closet was created in the 1940s by the simple expedient of walling off one corner of a bedroom and cramming in as much rerouted plumbing as would fit in a space equal to the average broom closet. I ran upstairs in a sort of dancing jog, hopping crookedly as I ascended. Reaching the newer loo, I found the upstairs toilet in exactly the same condition as its fellow on the ground floor.

“It’s frozen, too!” I shouted, my panic rising. I hop-jogged back down the stairs, biological urgency taking its toll on rational thought.

“Well, it sure is cold in here!” Gabriel greeted me cheerfully back in the kitchen. He had heard my report of the upstairs status but clearly considered my predicament to be far more amusing than I did, and he smirked when he saw my unorthodox dance steps. “You could go in the back yard,” he suggested merrily.

I glared at him, hopping up and down. “I am not,” I told him firmly, “introducing myself to our new neighbors by flashing them my derriere in the middle of a snowstorm!”

Gabriel chuckled as I rushed back into the downstairs bathroom again.

After dealing with the emergency, I moved to the bathroom sink to wash my hands. It’s freezing in here! I thought, shivering.

There was a six-inch icicle dangling from the faucet. Staring at it, I appended an adjective to my last thought:—literally! I disliked the current fad of misusing that particular adjective, but I realized it was appropriate in this case.

We had expected the heat to be off—the house had been empty for more than a year, after all—but it seemed the entire inside of the home was exactly the same temperature as the ambient air outside in the snowstorm. Looking up, I saw why.

The toilet in the downstairs bathroom faces the window, and as the urgency of one problem resolved itself and I could pay attention to my own shivering again, I clenched my shaking fingers into a fist. “They left the window open!” I shouted through chattering teeth.

I had initially been too preoccupied with water—frozen and otherwise—to take note of the wind gushing through the window that had been specifically bolted into an open position. Whoever had done it had wrenched the wing nut down so tightly that I had difficulty loosening it to shut the aperture, but my determination won out at last. The window slammed shut in the wind and I bolted it again in the closed position, then looked down to where the cast-iron claw-foot bathtub had filled with autumn leaves.

“It’s November!” I told Gabriel, overstating the obvious as I came out of the bathroom. “The end of November, and we’re in the middle of a snowstorm! No wonder it’s so cold in here. What kind of people leave a window open in the middle of a snowstorm?”

Gabriel was staring at the kitchen faucet with a worried expression. He had pushed it to the farthest range of its “hot” position but not even a drop of water was emerging. He traced a line above it with his eyes, as if trying to X-ray it. “Let’s hope the plumbing’s okay inside the walls.”

I moved to turn off the nonfunctional faucet but he stopped me. “Leave it on! If there’s ice in there, we want to melt it.”

I raised one eyebrow in an expression that was half-frown, half quizzical squint. “What if the pipes are damaged?”

Gabriel blew out a deep breath but smiled in an optimistic way. “Then the sooner we find out, the better. We’ve got to thaw all this out. Come on, let’s get it warmed up in here.”

That was certainly a sentiment I could support! I was shivering despite my mink coat and wool skirt. I looked longingly over to where there would have once been a woodstove and up at the blocked-off place in the wall where the old chimney had been sealed over by the absentee landlords (for whom I was compiling an increasingly long list of multilingual curses).

Back in the nineteenth century, the kitchen would have been the heart of this home and the warmest room in the house. Since the woodstove had been long discarded by the old landlords (the same ones who had filled the backyard with garbage and left a window open in a snowstorm), it was frigid in the extreme. I cranked the pathetic little electric range to its highest setting and left its oven door hanging open.

The house had a single heat source of its own: a decrepit propane heater from the 1970s, whose many failings we were to learn shortly. It had been turned off (of course) and Gabriel had some trouble relighting the pilot light. The chamber for the flames was completely sealed so it couldn’t be lit with a match and the button that was supposed to electrically ignite the gas refused to spark. While my husband worked on the problem, I wandered over to inspect the fern and flower patterns of frost crystals on the parlor window, laughing in a sort of wry amusement at the steam clouds of my own breath circling me. There is, of course, nothing physically comfortable in a parlor whose room temperature could produce ice cream, and yet the whole experience and atmosphere was one of thrilling adventure.

After Gabriel had been struggling to light the stove’s pilot flame for a while, I wondered if the propane might be switched off at the tank. I went outside to check, and when I returned he finally had it lit. We cranked the heat control to its highest setting and left it there. (The process of thawing the house and bringing it up to a relatively balmy fifty-eight degrees Fahrenheit would burn through two-thirds of our propane tank’s capacity in the next three days.)

Gabriel slapped his hands together to wipe off some of the copious dust he had picked up while working on the stove. “Well,” he said, looking at the suboptimal appliance with a wary optimism. “Let’s hope that helps.”

We started carrying the few things we had brought with us inside the house, but soon the world outside started growing dark from a combination of sunset and storm clouds. With the temperature plummeting and the wind picking up, I told Gabriel carrying in the rest of the stuff could wait. Whatever supplies we wanted had best be acquired now, before the sky started shoveling snow on us again.

Our main priorities were food and kerosene. It had been kind of Gabriel’s mother to provide us with Cadbury’s chocolate, but we had a natural desire for a slightly more substantial dinner. The kerosene was for an antique heater Gabriel had purchased through the mail. I had some trepidation about the safety of such an item but the severe cold was encouraging me to keep an open mind about any source of warmth. Besides, when I lived in Japan, I knew plenty of people who warmed their homes with kerosene heaters, and it’s not as though the laws of physics vary on different continents. If something was safe in Japan, there was no reason for it to be otherwise here. I realized that my prejudice against kerosene heaters was a very American one—as well as very modern.

Getting warmth from our heater would take more than an open mind, though: it would take kerosene. The hardware store was sold out. At least we were able to procure a mop, broom, and soap. The house desperately wanted all of these, so the trip wasn’t wasted.

After making our purchases, we hurried from the hardware store and held our breath up the steep and icy hill back to Uptown Port Townsend. Fat flakes of snow were falling swiftly and reflections from all the ice in the air were giving odd angles to the scanty red light pressed from the last of the sunset by heavy storm clouds.

A feeling of immense security settled over us as we gained the top of the hill. Uptown Port Townsend is like a citadel: on the landward side it overlooks fertile earth, and seaward it has clear, sweeping trajectories toward the straits between the Pacific Ocean and Puget Sound.

A few blocks from our new home, we stopped at Aldrich’s, a small grocery store that has been in continuous operation since 1895. Sadly, the original building had burned to the ground a handful of years previously, but the business itself rose from the ashes. I would later spend time reading through the framed newspaper articles chronicling the store’s history and resurrection that hung from the walls in the upstairs gallery, but at that moment our rumbling stomachs took priority. From the deli counter in the back of the store, we chose a small mushroom pie for me and a sandwich for Gabriel: hearty, autumnal Victorian food.

The bedroom had even more ferns painted in frost on the windows than the parlor. It was far too cold to sleep in, so we made a cozy little nest of blankets downstairs by the stove. One of the house’s former renters would eventually make a habit of telling us how hazardous the 1970s-era propane stove in the parlor was due to the large quantities of carbon monoxide it pumped out. However, with the original woodstove gone and no kerosene for our space heater, we had little choice. Quite frankly, given that there were cracks and gaps around various doors sizable enough for snow to waft in and gather in dainty little fairy piles, I doubted that anything as volatile as a gas would see much point in staying inside a structure possessed of so many convenient exits.

Most of our belongings were being shipped in a large container a few days hence, so the little bedding we had with us was borrowed from Gabriel’s mother. There was only one sleeping bag—not a particularly large one—but we managed to squeeze in it together and cover it with two sheets doubled over on themselves and a blanket, likewise doubled over. The result was slightly claustrophobic and our breath turned to steam in the cold air around us, but our mammalian sardine impression generated enough heat to keep our teeth from chattering. Eventually we drifted off to sleep, happy in the knowledge that we were at last on the road to achieving our dreams, however preliminary our steps on that road might be at the moment.



*Anyone who listens to me prattle on for any length of time will hear the term “primary source” a lot, so I should define it early in this narrative: a primary source is something directly connected to the subject under study; e.g., an antique nineteenth-century dress; a brass microscope from 1880; or a novel by Mark Twain are all examples of primary sources of information about the Victorian era since they all originate in that time period. A modern book written about any of these things would be considered a secondary source since it exists at one level of removal from the origin of the data.
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Thanksgiving
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Picture from an advertisement in The Cottage Hearth, February 1888.

“And so on this Thanksgiving Day, the sunlight fell in blessing through the many-paned windows of the old dining-room of the corner house, where two sat together for the first time at their own table. In other years, in other days, their friends should be bidden, this day seemed for them alone in their thankfulness.”

—Olive E. Dana, 18887

The snowstorm and our icy entrance into our new home took place on the day before Thanksgiving. As my husband and I snuggled together that first night in our nineteenth-century house, with the storm howling outside and our hopes spreading out in our dreaming minds like the fractal patterns on the parlor window, it was hard to imagine a more appropriate holiday to welcome us into our Victorian home. We were incredibly thankful for the blessing of this momentous step toward our dreams of exploring the nineteenth century. Beyond this symbolism, there is a very real connection between the Victorian era and the origins of Thanksgiving as a national occasion.

Most modern Americans tend to associate the feast with the seventeenth century and pilgrims, but the celebration of the holiday was limited to New England until well into the nineteenth century. The concept of a festal celebration of thanks is an old one but it took a Victorian lady to institutionalize it. Specifically, it took the editress of one of my favorite magazines, Godey’s Lady’s Book, Sarah Josepha Hale.

Interestingly, Hale’s conviction that we should have a national day of thanks played a part (although admittedly a small one) in landing her the job at Godey’s. Hale began her writing career with a novel entitled Northwood; or, Life North and South: Showing the Character of Both, and her conviction about Thanksgiving enters into the book in a manner somewhat resembling a Socratic dialogue:


“Is Thanksgiving Day universally observed in America?” inquired Mr. Frankford.

“Not yet; but I trust it will become so. We have too few holidays. Thanksgiving, like the Fourth of July, should be considered a national festival, and observed by all our people.”

“I see no particular reason for such an observance,” remarked Frankford.

“I do,” returned the Squire. “We want it as the exponent of our Republican institutions, which are based on the acknowledgement that God is our Lord, and that, as a nation, we derive our privileges and blessings from Him. You will hear this doctrine set forth in the sermon tomorrow.”

“I thought you had no national religion.”

“No established religion, you mean. Our people do not need compulsion to support the gospel. But to return to our Thanksgiving festival. When it shall be observed, on the same day, throughout all the states and territories, it will be a grand spectacle of moral power and human happiness, such as the world has never yet witnessed.”8



Northwood … was an instant success—which was lucky for Hale, since she wrote the book after her husband died and she suddenly found herself a single mother with children to support, including a brand-new baby. Less than a month after the book was published, Hale received a job offer for the editorship of a new “ladies’ magazine.” She would move on from that project to Godey’s, which became one of the most important periodicals in nineteenth-century America. It is now primarily remembered for its fashion plates and craft articles, but the magazine covered social issues as well.

Throughout her publishing career, Hale continued to champion her pet cause of turning Thanksgiving into a holiday shared by all people, not just New England Protestants: “… [C]ould not every Christian nation and every Jewish family in the world join us in this Thanksgiving, on the last Thursday in November?”9

Hale took the case for Thanksgiving to the highest authority in America—all the way to President Lincoln. In a letter to Lincoln dated September 28, 1863, Hale directed her perpetual request to the country’s commander in chief. Given that the Civil War was raging and September’s 174 battles had resulted in 35,499 casualties10 (including Lincoln’s own brother-in-law, Brigadier General Benjamin Hardin Helms, killed in the Battle of Chickamauga on September 2111), one might consider that the president of the divided United States had weightier matters on his mind than a holiday proposal by the editor of a domestic magazine. However, he clearly read Hale’s letter and seemed to think her cause a worthy one—or at least, that it was politically savvy. (Declaring a day of thanks is, after all, politically somewhat analogous to kissing babies: easy to do and few people object.)

On October 3, 1863, President Lincoln proclaimed that the last Thursday in November would be a national Thanksgiving, exactly as Hale had proposed.12 Personally, the part of this story I find the most impressive is its timing: President Lincoln’s proclamation came less than one week after Hale had written her letter! Given the condition of the twenty-first-century postal system, I have difficulty imagining a modern American president even receiving a physical letter in less than a week, let alone acting on it!

Lincoln’s presidential proclamation (which was a one-time deal, for a Thanksgiving in 1863 alone) still wasn’t enough for Hale. She requested another Thanksgiving the following year and it was again granted by presidential decree. By this time, the country was getting used to the idea, and on April 8, 1865, the citizens of New York sent President Lincoln a thirty-one-page petition containing approximately 870 signatures requesting a national day of Thanksgiving.13

After Lincoln’s assassination, later presidents continued the tradition and appointed yearly Thankgivings at the end of every November. Still not satisfied (and by now slightly obsessed), Hale’s magazine urged not just the president, but Congress as well, to recognize her pet holiday. In 1874, when Hale was in her late eighties, an Editor’s Table piece in Godey’s pled for Congressional recognition of Thanksgiving and was accompanied by a hymn to the holiday—written by its strongest advocate.14 Why, exactly, old Mrs. Hale felt such a driving need to keep fighting a battle that was already won is unclear. Perhaps she had just gotten used to fighting it. Unfortunately, she didn’t live to see the Congressional chapter of Thanksgiving’s story (which would finally take place in 1941).15 However, she had certainly achieved her goal as far as the public was concerned. By the 1870s, Thanksgiving was already such a part of America’s subconscious that the book Thanksgiving: Memories of the Day … refers to the holiday as if its origins had been lost to the annals of time:


The bare mention of the word, the Old Thanksgiving Day—what a power it has to revive the pleasant reminiscences, and recall the brightest scenes of other days in many hearts! It transports them to the homes of their childhood. It takes them at once into the presence of the father and mother who, it may be, for many years have been sleeping in the grave. It recalls their smiles of affectionate greeting, their tones of cheerful welcome; tones and smiles such as none but they could give. Every image of peace, contentment, competence, abundance and joy, comes back spontaneously on each return of the grateful festival.16



The national holiday had become exactly what Mrs. Hale had envisioned, and what it remains to this day: a celebration of home and hearth and the blessings for which we are grateful.
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The construction of our house began in 1888 and finished in 1889. In the very months when builders were putting up the walls that would one day be our home, Good Housekeeping printed an article about a young couple entering their own new home on Thanksgiving. “Isn’t it old-fashioned and home-like and dear?” the wife asks as they enter the long-empty building. “… Any house for a home to grow in would be a great deal to us, but this is so good! I can’t make it real!”

“But it is,” her husband tells her. “… Do you remember, dear, how a year ago, you tried to cheer me, one day when things were more deeply, darkly blue than common? You said there would be a way. Our home would come to us, or we to it, in time … if we but worked and waited and hoped meanwhile.”17

When I read the piece more than a century later, the sentiments it expressed were so familiar to me that my heartstrings thrummed in recognition of its themes.

It’s true that our entry to our new-old home was significantly more barren than the one in the story. In the Good Housekeeping piece, the house in Old Hill Town is given as a present—furnishings, appliances, and all—to the young couple by a rich judge and his wife. The benefactors had seen that the couple were good and deserving people, and, displaying the generosity common in Victorian fiction, wished to help them into a new situation. In our case, the absentee landlords who had previously owned the house had actually traveled from a different state to pry up and carry off items that had been nailed down less than a week before the paperwork transferring ownership cleared. This booty included the kitchen shelves—and even the mailbox!

Then again, the G.H. piece was fiction, after all. Real life has precious few of the generous benefactors who act as deus ex machinas in stories. We had only ourselves, our wits, our hearts, and nerves and sinews. We knew that in many ways it would be more complicated to reconstruct elements of the nineteenth century, its culture and technology, than simply to live through it would have been. It wasn’t just a matter of cutting things out but of resurrecting technologies that had existed and finding the most appropriate equivalents to infrastructures now gone forever. When I came across an 1889 poem, I felt its moral to be wonderfully apt for our situation:

… There’s much of truth we can surely find

In her homely words, I wot.

They are these, “Before you cook a hare,

The hare must first be caught.”

And all through life, this simple rule,

To every thing applies.

It will even fit so simple a thing

As the making of berry pies …18

Life in any society is supported by the entire infrastructure of that particular civilization; many of the quotidian elements of the nineteenth century have long since disappeared. There are no icemen or milkmen in twenty-first century Port Townsend, although they would have once been a familiar sight to virtually every home in America. The skilled artisans who could be relied on to produce and maintain life’s necessities are now often equally endangered species. Supplies that would have once been available at the many stores in town have become extraordinarily challenging to find. We knew we had a lot of work ahead of us. We also knew that it would be a great and educational adventure and that we would love every minute of it—even the frustrating parts.
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Settling In
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Our home. Image courtesy Estar Hyo Gyung Choi, Mary Studio.

“Whether one ‘boards,’ and is changing lodgings, or is going into a new house, or over the hills to the poor house, [moving] involves discomfort that varies in amount merely, never in quality…. Above all, when the, at best, troublesome moving time comes, one should pray on bended knees for sweetness of temper. It oils the wheels of the domestic machinery in a truly miraculous way.”

—Dinah Sturgis, 188919

By our second day in Port Townsend, our new domicile was slowly turning from a house-sized freezer into a very large refrigerator. This represented progress we very much appreciated, although I continued to wear my coat indoors. By midday, the parlor was a relatively warm fifty degrees Fahrenheit and entering the bedroom no longer required me to wear my fur muff to keep my hands from going numb. An upstairs room with hole-riddled window frames was the one part of the house that still had frost on the glass. This was unsurprising, since I could poke my fingers through rotted portions of the wooden frames and touch the air of the outside world.

Chilled as we were, the fact that the frost had melted from most of the other windows told us the temperature inside the house was no longer freezing in the literal sense. The plumbing should have been working—but it was not. Gabriel walked around the house’s outside perimeter and crawled under the structure, looking for the water meter. It proved oddly elusive, although he did manage to find the main water valves and made sure they were all turned to the open position.

While Gabriel was engaged in “The Case of the Missing Water Meter,” I wandered around inside our four walls, reflecting both on how many childhood dreams this day represented and how much work we had ahead of us. I peered into an extra room downstairs that had been a particularly important part of our decision to buy this specific house. I’m a licensed massage practitioner and this room would make a perfect massage studio. I thought of our plans to put up pressed tin wainscoting—the sort that appeared in some spas in the late nineteenth century when massage was referred to as “the movement cure.”*

Further explorations of the house brought additional delights. When I discovered a sweet little iron doorstopper with acorn accents attached to the back door, I cooed to myself over how special it was. Acorns were popular motifs in art of the Eastlake Movement, so it fit very well with the house’s Eastlake architecture. There was a deeper significance to this detail than mere aesthetics, however.

“Mighty oaks from little acorns grow” is a maxim I have often repeated to myself and reminded Gabriel of. On our previous anniversary, when I’d had so little money that I couldn’t afford a gift for him, I had gathered the most perfect acorns I could find, wrapped them as beautifully as I could, and gave them to him with a letter describing how they represented our dreams, and how with time and perseverance the acorns of our hopes would grow into the oaks of our goals.

Oaks are deeply sacred in Celtic tradition, representing all that is strong and wise. The Victorian artists and designers who made use of oak and acorn motifs knew these traditions very well, and they used the designs so freely because they (and their customers) esteemed the oak’s significance so highly. There is a great value in symbolic reminders of strength and wisdom. Tied into these same ideas are the virtues of hard work triumphing humble beginnings. “Mighty oaks from little acorns grow”; from the children’s stories of Frances Hodgson Burnett to the works of Charles Dickens, it was a philosophy dear to the Victorian heart—and my own. I touched a gentle and wonder-filled hand to the little iron acorn by our back door. Patience and fortitude grew these little seeds into the mightiest of giants, and these assets would likewise grow our dreams into our goals.

Admittedly, oaks do grow notoriously slowly and it was going to require a rather large quantity of patience and fortitude to get the state of things in our house where we wanted it to be. I assessed cleaning projects around our much-beloved new-old house: the bathtub was full of storm debris that had blown in through the open window. A layer of combined years of dirt, grit, and various detritus coated all the windowsills and floors. The floor of the pantry was covered in rat droppings. Various plaster on walls throughout the house was cracked at best or falling off in large sheets at worst. One room was completely filled with garbage left by the sellers, and the kitchen sink smelled like something had died in it—something that had not lived a salubrious existence before expiring.
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