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VOWS



May’s nightgown brushed her feet as she and her sister climbed the hill behind their house. They clipped enough pine branches to overflow their baskets. When Louisa started to turn back, May grabbed her arm and said, “We need more boughs to hide the cracks in the paint.”


“No one will be looking at the walls.” Louisa stepped away.


“Everyone will see the chipped paint and peeling wallpaper and pretend not to.”


“Anna said she wanted to keep her wedding simple.”


“And you believed her?” May broke another branch. But the sun was rising, and there was a lot to do before guests arrived, so she hurried behind Louisa back to the house. They twisted evergreen branches over windows they’d scrubbed with crumpled newspapers and vinegar. Then May brought lilies of the valley upstairs. She twined the cream-colored flowers through Anna’s hair. She fastened buttons on the back of her gray poplin gown, wishing her sister had chosen to wear white, like Princess Victoria, instead of stitching a dress she thought was more suitable for a bride who was turning thirty. May tossed her a soft, apple-sized bundle and said, “For you.”


Anna unrolled the silk stockings, which wavered like smoke. “Thank you! But what an extravagance for something no one will see.”


“You’ll see them. So will your husband.”


Anna’s face turned pink.


May put on her best blue gown and arranged her light hair so it fell in waves between her shoulder blades. She hurried downstairs to help Father carry a table outside. She covered it with a cloth and set out the good green-and-white china, strategically placing plates over stains. She picked more lilies of the valley and slipped some through a buttonhole of Father’s wrinkled linen frock coat.


“Mother will like that.” May added, in case he forgot: “Her favorite flower.”


She went into the kitchen to squeeze lemons, while Mother sliced bread on the board May had decorated years ago, using a hot poker to burn an impression of an Italian artist. She cringed at the amateurish attempt. Hearing hooves clip-clop and the rattle of wheels, she stepped outside to greet Mr. and Mrs. Emerson, who were lending their horses and carriage so the newlyweds could leave in style for their new home just north of Boston. May fetched a pail of water for the horses, made sure John didn’t see his bride until the last moment, and welcomed his family, other relatives, and a few neighbors. After collecting wedding presents, grape wine, and pies brought by guests, May glanced at the clock. Anna was superstitious and wanted to say her vows while the clock’s hands swept up to eleven.


May showed people inside, hoping the crowded room might distract them from noticing the slanting floorboards and shabby furniture. And of course they’d be looking at Anna, who’d chosen to stand by John without a maid of honor. She’d said she didn’t want to fuss, but May expected she wanted to avoid any rites that could stir sisterly rivalry. She stepped between Mother and Louisa, whose eyes were fixed on the picture of Beth, with violets twined around the frame. Louisa hunched the way she did over her paper and pen, her curved back a dare to interrupt. Still, May offered her hand. At least Louisa had been with Beth when she passed over, while she … No, she wouldn’t think about why she’d been away, not as Anna and John took their places before Father and Uncle Samuel, who’d once been a minister, and who’d arrived from Syracuse yesterday and made May a kind but unappealing offer that she’d promised to reply to soon.


Father pushed his hair behind his shoulders. He said, “Let us pray,” though the words that followed seemed more like an editorial on the wrongs between North and South. After the murmurs of Amen, Uncle Samuel spoke the vows. Anna looked into John Pratt’s eyes. His sun-weathered face was framed by a brown beard and wavy hair. Anna leaned forward over her wide skirt for a kiss. When she turned and raised her hand with a slim gold ring, people rushed forward with blessings and congratulations.


May cheered the loudest. She’d once imagined a more brilliant match for her oldest sister, but John was good, handsome, and dependable, which wasn’t a romantic word, but one dear to daughters whose father scorned making money, which he believed could corrupt, tied as it was to evils such as slavery. Who could argue, but May had hated going hungry and wearing cast-off clothing, and she was certain Anna had, too. Father had a deep, persuasive voice, but he’d never convince May that a pumpkin was as good as a throne or a wreath of daisies as splendid as a tiara.


She held open the door, then followed everyone into the yard, which was scented by lilacs. Already conversations were turning from the short ceremony to the war some predicted would break out between the states soon or whether the lemonade was sweet enough. Louisa had her eyes on Mr. Thoreau’s shaggy beard, which looked as if it had been trimmed with a penknife. Wearing a straw hat, threadbare coat, and trousers tucked into scuffed boots, he kept his eyes on the ground, as if scouting for mushrooms. May was fond of the man who years before had taught her and other children the names of wildflowers. Mr. Thoreau stopped by in early spring to announce when the bluebirds had returned. But he was awfully short, and one of the few people in Concord who might be poorer than the Alcotts. Louisa, who was canny about so much, couldn’t seem to see that a middle-aged man who lived with his mother and couldn’t look a woman in the eye or anywhere else wasn’t one to pin her hopes on.


May took her aside. “It was a lovely wedding, though I’m not going to get married in a parlor. Or a backyard.”


“The sky is church enough,” Louisa said.


“But not as reliable as a ceiling. Thank goodness it didn’t rain.” May thought stained glass flattered a bride. And she’d make sure her mother wouldn’t be clearing tables at her wedding. She said, “Father must have been more pliable when Mother convinced him to marry in King’s Chapel.”


“Mother’s pleased that Anna chose to marry on their anniversary.”


“I just wish they were taking a real honeymoon.”


“They’re wise to save their money.”


May wasn’t opposed to them being practical. Marrying in a breathless rush was no proof of ardor. “But I wanted more for her.”


“She has tenderness and loyalty.”


“You want more than that. Why shouldn’t she?” May wondered if Louisa buttoned conversations with morals only with her younger sister. She wished she didn’t speak as if she hadn’t seen the bleak apartment Anna and John were renting, where they’d scrubbed windows bound to blacken with the next passing train. Of course May was glad that John cherished Anna, but was she the only Alcott who understood that love needn’t be the opposite of good fortune? At twenty-one, May felt ready to end her flirtations and get serious about finding a man who might not be the prince she’d once dreamed of, but who would take her to tour art museums in Paris and ruins in Rome. She wasn’t in a hurry, for it was nicest for older sisters to marry first. But she wished Louisa would get to work.


“What are you doing talking to me when you could be with Mr. Thoreau? Look, he’s taking out his flute.” May grabbed Louisa’s hand and pulled her toward the guests who danced in the old German style around the elm tree, skipping, twisting, swinging their arms. Louisa laughed and kicked higher than anyone else, until May swung her legs still higher.


The dancers dropped each other’s hands. The circle unwound. Mr. Thoreau put down his flute, then coughed while bending into a handkerchief, which he unfolded and inspected. May turned to the table where the linen napkins were now crumpled. Crumbs littered the tablecloth. The signs of polishing, ironing, and bleaching she’d done to show this day mattered had disappeared. She stacked the scattered teacups that came from Mother’s family and were printed with M’s, which made her hopeful that one day she, rather than her sisters, might inherit them, though that wasn’t why she’d recently asked to be called by Mother’s maiden name as well as her and Louisa’s middle name. “May” was prettier than “Abigail.” She carried the cups and plates through the parlor, where the pine garlands smelled more fragrant as they wilted.


She returned outside and stood by Louisa, watching John gently touch Anna’s waist as they headed to the carriage. Anna lifted her skirt to climb up, showing a glimpse of stocking.


“Gracious, where did she get those?” Louisa said.


“Do you think she’ll tell us what it’s like?” May asked.


“The truth about marriage? No one tells that.”


“I was hoping for just the wedding night. You’ll confide in me, won’t you?”


“You might tell me.”


“Mother says you just need to find the right man. But we shouldn’t wait too long. We could help watch each other’s babies. Imagine cousins playing croquet or skating together. But first there’s the marriage. How good it must be to live with someone who knows everything about you.”


“That sounds like a sister more than a husband.”


May caught her breath. Did Louisa really think she knew her? “I never felt I knew much about Beth. She seemed patient, then had such spells.”


“Let’s not talk about her today. First I lose her, now Anna.”


“Aren’t you going back to Boston? You’ll be closer to Anna there than you are here.” May had sometimes felt jealous of the bond between her two oldest sisters, who were just about a year apart in age, and nine and eight years older than she. Maybe she and Louisa would become closer now that they were the sisters yet to marry.


People cheered as the horses began pulling the carriage, where Anna and John sat close. Louisa kicked off her shoes, grabbed May’s hand, and raced behind them, shouting, “Farewell!”


They ran until the carriage was nearly out of sight and they were out of breath. They turned and headed home, stopping by the house next to their own, where they’d lived some fifteen years ago. They had moved about once a year when they were growing up, as Father looked for work, loans, or distance from people to whom he owed money.


“Of all the places we lived, I loved this house most.” Louisa kept her eyes on the house that was now shuttered. Ladders leaned against the walls. “The Hawthornes were wise to have the roof repaired before they return from Europe. Mr. Hawthorne won’t want to write while hearing hammering over his head.”


“Mr. Wetherbee isn’t just replacing slates,” May said. “See how they took out the garret and are adding some sort of turret? What’s wrong?”


“They can’t take down the garret! That’s where we played! Don’t you remember? I suppose everything’s gone now. That chest filled with old clothes and boots we used for dress-up.”


“For those theatricals you wrote? I always got roles like the castle cat.”


“You wouldn’t learn your lines.”


“I must have been five. You couldn’t expect a professional actress.” May linked her arm through Louisa’s as they headed home. “Now you can see real productions.”


“Our cousins are generous with tickets they can’t always use. Don’t tell Mother, but I think of Boston as my home now. I find ideas there. I can hardly write about women who bring soup to sick neighbors or the trials girls have with lemonade-stained gloves.”


“I want to live in Boston, too. I could take art classes again. Lu, we could share a room!”


“I thought Uncle Samuel found you a job in Syracuse.”


“He meant well, offering me a place with his family so I can send home the money I earn. But I don’t want to teach at a sanitarium, no matter how refined he says it is. That spa in Maine where Mother worked was probably called ‘elegant,’ too.” May had been seven when she accompanied her mother, who’d been hired to help with water cures. She remembered hollow-eyed women sinking into warm baths in narrow tubs, then bracing themselves against hoses that sprayed cold water.


Louisa stopped at the gate Father had built from branches. “Anyway, I’m not looking for a roommate. Annie Fields, our second, or is it third, cousin, offered me a place with them.”


“I know who Mrs. Fields is. She’s famously pretty and married to that editor who must be twenty years older. Isn’t he the one who sent back your story with advice to stick to your teaching?”


“To emphasize his point, he offered to loan me forty dollars to start a kindergarten. The worst part is that I can’t refuse. I hate being the poor relation, but I’ll save on rent. I mean to pay back that loan as soon as I can.”


“You’d rather live with them than me? I want the freedom of a city, too.”


“But Mother’s relatives are everywhere. I went to the Parker House for coffee after a meeting, and the next morning, half the family knew I’d been seen dining with two men.”


“You never told me.”


“We were discussing abolition.”


May was glad that perhaps Louisa didn’t pin all her hopes on Mr. Thoreau. “I could help you cook and mend and …”


“No. It’s not like when you were a girl and you widened your eyes, shook your curls, and got your way.”


“That’s what I want to show you. You don’t know me now that I’ve grown up.”


“Maybe. I’m impressed that you’d even consider working with deranged or delicate girls. But Mother needs you here.”


May looked at the brown clapboard house, where she’d now be the only daughter. She said, “Though I might do some good helping those poor girls in Syracuse.”
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NEİGHBORS



Dr. Wilbur’s Idiot Asylum stood amid gardens on a hill overlooking a lake and the city. The tall brick building with turrets was the nearest thing May had seen to a palace, though with locks on the gates and iron grilles on the arched windows. But after just one day inside, she wondered how much any of these girls, some with eyes as shiny and vacant as ponds, could be soothed by her introduction to art and music. One girl had bandaged wrists. Another had jumped from a window of her family’s home. Each morning, May set out paint and paper and reminded everyone which end of the brush to dip. While she wiped spit from one girl’s chin, another hurled a pot of paint across the room. She spent part of the afternoon mopping the floors and walls. Music lessons didn’t go much better. While she played “Home, Sweet Home” on the piano, some girls laughed shrilly, while others gazed straight ahead. No one sang along.


May convinced few of the peace to be found by trying to hold beauty within the borders of paper, and she had hardly made any art herself since moving to upstate New York. She didn’t paint in Uncle Samuel’s elegant home, for fear of accidents on the antiques or Brussels carpets, but stuck to an embroidery hoop, which she thought looked pretty on her lap as she spoke with the young men invited to dine with her and her cousins. Talk often turned to the presidential election. Conversations grew heated after the lanky young man from the West was inaugurated and didn’t immediately outlaw slavery. Apparently the new president wasn’t any more popular in the South, for states kept seceding from the Union. One evening in April, news arrived that Fort Sumter had been attacked and war was declared between the states.


During the following weeks, guests still gathered in the parlor, but now there were usually more young women than men, with less laughter and fewer games of charades. Early in the summer, after some sad good-byes to men who looked younger instead of older in their new blue frock coats and caps, and more failures at teaching about color and chords, May returned to Concord.


Mother listened to her tales, then spoke of how Anna fretted that she’d been married a year and still showed no signs of a baby. Louisa had published a patriotic poem. Mr. Thoreau never got over a cough that started after being out in the snow counting rings on tree stumps. “Some think it’s consumption, though your father believes it’s the broken Union that ruined his health. And we have neighbors again.”


“Mr. and Mrs. Hawthorne are back, with their children?”


“Not really children any more, except for Rose. Una and Julian are grown.” Mother picked up the blue socks with red and white trim she was knitting.


“I suppose I should call on them,” May said.


A few days later, May picked huckleberries from the hill behind their houses, and she brought over a pie. The parlor looked finer than it had when the Alcotts had lived there, with velvet drapes and shiny wallpaper. A marble mantelpiece had been put over the hearth. Busts of Roman gods stood on the piano.


As Mrs. Hawthorne poured tea from a silver pot, she said, “Una will be sorry to have missed you, but she’s resting, poor dear. She never quite recovered from a fever she got in Rome. We want to add a room where she’ll get more sun, but Mr. Wetherbee left without a day’s notice when war was declared, leaving Mr. Hawthorne’s tower room unfinished. I know it’s necessary to save the Union, but my husband needs a peaceful place to work.”


May looked up as Julian entered. His jacket and slim pants were as dark as his thick hair. He was tall with wide shoulders, though the way his jacket fell suggested they were soft, not necessarily from laziness, but because he was young enough for his muscles not to have yet hardened. She put out her hand, which he took in his. Its pulse cast a heat.


After some conversation, while Julian finished a quarter of the pie, they stepped outside. May looked back at the house. Ivy grew toward the gables and a room, without shingles or shutters by the windows, that rose above the roof.


“My father hopes that being a floor above everyone else will inspire him,” Julian said.


“I wish I had a tower.”


“And be cut off from your admirers?”


“I wouldn’t miss people asking why I was painting when I might be helping my dear mother.” She shook her head, hoping he wouldn’t see her flush from his tossed-off compliment. “Concord must seem dull after Europe.”


“My father believes that since no one can understand him, he might as well live in exile. But he was afraid his children would forget we’re Americans.”


“Did you get to Paris? How I envy you seeing all that art!”


“Masterpieces get tiring after one or two. Except for those my mother tried to rush us by. That Venus statue. Quite right she shouldn’t bother with clothes.”


“All that art was wasted on you.”


“I suppose it was.” He rested his blue-brown eyes on hers. “Europe had nothing like what I find right here.”


“I want to see the Louvre for myself.” She tried to make her voice prim.


“Why don’t you?”


She was relieved that he didn’t guess that she was not someone who’d be sent on the Grand Tour to become cultured and meet eligible expatriates. She said, “How can I paint when I’ve seen prints borrowed from the Emersons but not a real brushstroke from Michelangelo’s hand? No one expects Louisa to write without having read great books.”


“Surely you’re not serious about art.”


“I hope you don’t say that because I’m a woman.”


“I don’t believe a single painting in the Louvre was made by one.”


Turning her face to mask her irritation, she started across the meadow between their houses. He seemed to see this as an invitation, and he walked beside her. When she stumbled over a stone, he threw an arm around her waist, then didn’t let go. She tried to step away, but he squeezed tighter, so she had to separate herself with some force.


“Did you learn to take such liberties on the continent?” she asked.


“No, I thought of them all myself.”


She stepped away and headed home, telling herself that she didn’t want a frivolous suitor.


That fall she began teaching penmanship, composition, and elementary French at Mr. Sanborn’s school. She drew gods, goddesses, cherubs, and horses on her bedroom walls and up the sides of windows, and she gave private drawing lessons to two girls. On Wednesday evenings, she joined ladies to roll bandages torn from old muslin or scrape linen tablecloths with a pine shingle, collecting lint to send south to dress wounds. Sometimes she borrowed a horse from the Emersons, who were grateful that she kept Dolly and Grace exercised. She paid calls on veterans, who mostly wanted to talk about almost anything except what they’d seen.


Life was meant to be more than work. While May still had misgivings about Julian, she couldn’t refuse his invitation to gather chestnuts at a neighbor’s farm one Saturday. Afterward, they sat close in the hay wagon and by the bonfire under starlight. On Thursday evenings that winter, May set out bowls of popcorn and homemade root beer and invited neighbors for games of whist, euchre, or Generals, which was currently more popular than Authors. She teamed up with Julian and slipped off her pumps, tapping his toes or feeling his boot on her ankles, not just to win at cards, but because cheating held its own pleasures. They played charades and danced the polka, while Ellen Emerson played the piano. One night, when the moon was full, everyone left to skate on the river. May and Julian ducked behind trees, where his warm lips softened against hers. Something shifted like ocean waves above and below her belly. May thought her sisters would be horrified, for Anna had confided that she’d kissed John only after they were betrothed. But the old rules were changing. News from battlefields made May loath to spurn any chance to feel the strength of her own body.


That spring, May watched Julian drill on Lexington Road. There was nothing like a musket on a shoulder to make a lad look older, though she hoped he wouldn’t go off to war. There was grief enough at home. One day, when it was warm enough to go out without a shawl, Mother asked her to bring a basket of Father’s apples and some of her tincture of spearmint to Mr. Thoreau, with instructions to take it cold with cream and sugar.


In his parlor, May looked at a stack of books, a vase of hyacinths, a music box, a cane bed, and blood-stained cloths. His aunt tucked a Bible under her elbow, leaned toward the man whose eyes looked big in his gaunt face, and said, “Have you made your peace with God?”


“I didn’t know we ever quarreled,” Mr. Thoreau replied.


May told him about the return of bluebirds, robins, spiders, violets, and fiddleheads, for he could only see bluebottle flies at the window. He talked about the water lilies that opened on Concord River in July, and she told him the ice had broken there. She’d heard phoebes, meadowlarks, and peepers, and she had seen boys crouch to catch tadpoles near the skunk cabbage and pussy willows.


Later in April, the beaks of starlings turned yellow. In May, church bells rang forty-four times, one for every year of Mr. Thoreau’s life. Louisa hiked in from Boston, clutching andromeda, which hadn’t yet bloomed into bell-shaped flowers, but whose deep green leaves were fragrant, like the pine boughs piled before the altar. Schools had been closed for the day, and children had picked violets now spread on his casket. Louisa and May sat by their parents in front of crowded pews.


“He hated churches,” Louisa whispered.


“Mr. Emerson said he didn’t want to mourn alone. When people die, little goes the way they hoped.” May watched Louisa press her lips together, supposing she was angry about more than the church. May was sorry she’d ever thought Mr. Thoreau was too old and short for her sister, or that he wore his trousers too low.


After the service, May walked between Julian and Louisa in a procession to the cemetery, which included philosophers, writers, editors, and hundreds of children whose necks smelled of soap.


“Mr. Thoreau showed me how to catch pickerel and chub with blades of grass when I was a boy. We twisted the grass into loops,” Julian said.


“He must have liked you,” May said.


“He put up with anyone who was willing to follow him around the woods and not bother him with talking.”


“He told me how the water lilies near Egg Rock open all at once, with the first touch of sunlight.” May squeezed Louisa’s hand. “Sometime we should go there at dawn.”


“When did he say that?” Louisa asked.


“The last time I saw him. Not long ago.”


Louisa didn’t reply. When they reached the gravesite in Sleepy Hollow, she stood still and silent. Louisa didn’t cry until they were home and May told her about bringing him apples and spearmint. Then Louisa yelled, too. “You take what you don’t even want!”


May explained that she’d been doing Mother a favor, reminding Louisa that she hadn’t been around. This didn’t seem to matter. Louisa hardly spoke to her before she returned to Boston, though when she came back in July, she acted as if she’d never raised her voice. Her forehead smoothed as she told May she was writing about a woman in doomed love with a woodsman philosopher. May thought such writing was a peculiar way to mourn, and she couldn’t imagine such a book selling, even if Louisa came up with a better title than Moods. She didn’t say this, but, grateful that she seemed happier, invited her to swim with her and Julian.


“Is it proper for you to traipse about with him?” Louisa asked.


“Weren’t we taught to go where we please? Besides, we usually go with Ellen and Edith, or Julian’s sisters, after convincing their mother that the farmer boys keep to the side of the pond by the railroad.”


“So I’m to be chaperone.”


“That’s not why I ask. Some cool water will do you a world of good.”


On the next hot afternoon, May, Louisa, and Julian walked through shadows cast by high branches that arched from one side of the dirt road to the other. Orange day lilies grew by cornfields.


“Julian gets up early every morning to practice marching with the Concord Auxiliary.” May hoped to impress Louisa.


“Lexington Road could be the closest I’ll get to the front,” Julian said. “My mother says I’m too young to go to war, though plenty of fellows my age are signing up.”


“Our father is writing letters begging for a place in the army. He admits sixty-one is rather elderly to be a soldier, but he reminds them he’s a vegetarian and teetotaler and couldn’t be in finer health,” May said.


“He wants to show the South whose side God is on,” Louisa said. “I wish I could fight, too. All women can do is roll bandages and make jam for hospital raffles. Julian, I hope you do enlist.”


“You look good in blue. But you mustn’t break your mother’s heart,” May said.


“People say your father is on the southern side.” Louisa looked at Julian.


“He’s not, but he thinks southerners have good manners, which he finds lacking around here.”


“He should hardly comment on etiquette when he walks the long way through the woods into town, rather than pass our yard and risk conversation with our father,” Louisa said.


“My father never quite recovered from a long poem yours brought over to recite.”


“Louisa admires your father’s novels.” May changed the subject. “What is he writing now?”


“No one knows. When he worked as a consul in Europe, he kept saying how he needed solitude and silence to write. Now that he has it, he mostly paces.”


“What I’d give to travel and find dastardly dukes and corrupt ladies-in-waiting for my tales,” Louisa said.


“I’m not much of a reader, but I’m looking forward to your novel if it’s as immoral as May says it is,” Julian said.


“May, what did you tell him?”


“Only that it’s hard to please editors in a city where some ladies put books by men and women on different shelves to avoid a hint of scandal.”


They reached Walden Pond, which reflected the pointed tops of spruce trees and rounded silhouettes of maples. Red-winged black birds and yellow warblers sipped water by blueberry bushes. May and Louisa took sheets from their baskets and wound them around a few birches to make a space where they could change into flannel tunics and pantaloons. Louisa unpinned her chestnut-colored hair and let it fall to her waist, reminding May how she’d grown up thinking Louisa was the most beautiful sister. This role seemed bequeathed to May as her sisters brushed her light hair, casting such a spell of confidence that by the time she began to depend more upon mirrors than her sisters’ touches, and saw that her looks were ordinary, her belief in her own allure didn’t dim with the recognition that her nose was too long to be classical, her eyes, neither gray nor green, were too small, and she was starting to tower over her friends.


When she and Louisa stepped away from the cloth-wound trees, Julian was already swimming. Louisa dragged in a yellow rowboat that belonged to the Emersons, who welcomed borrowers. She slung her legs over the side and took the oars. May waded until the water reached her waist, then plunged in and swam toward Julian. Her soaked tunic was heavy, but her swift strokes and kicks kept her buoyant. Flannel pressed against her legs, a pleasurable sensation, as was noticing Julian’s eyes on her arms as they arced over the pond’s surface.


He swam toward her. His wet hair and eyelashes were black. He pressed his wide hands on her shoulders and pushed her down. Water filled her eyes and mouth. She felt the ache of a shriek caught in her throat, then burst back into the air. She shook her hair off her face, laughed, caught Julian’s waist in her hands, and pulled him under. Her mouth trailed over his neck, which was slick, though prickly under his chin.


He grabbed her foot and slid his hand up her calf. As his palm reached her thigh, her legs opened. She twisted around, raised her arms over the surface, and swam toward the rowboat. Julian grabbed her foot again. She kicked it away, so that her bathing costume billowed. She reached the boat before him. Louisa gave her a hand as she tried to scramble in.


Julian clutched the rim of the rowboat and pulled it down. May let go of Louisa’s hand, slid back into the water, and helped Julian rock the boat. It tipped over. Louisa tumbled in. She flung up her arms to propel herself out of the water, sputtering and laughing. All three splashed and dunked each other until they were breathless. Then May and Louisa swam to shore, dragged the boat up the pebbly beach, and changed from their clinging clothes into dry dresses. They sat where moss and dried pine needles made the ground pale green and burnt orange. May spread her fingers to comb Louisa’s hair, watching Julian wade from the water. As he headed behind some pines to change into dry trousers and a shirt, she glimpsed his broad pale back.


“He’s not a bad fellow,” Louisa said.


“I prefer his company to that of the scholars who tell Father how our New England granite is more precious than emeralds from afar or farmers who can’t carry on a conversation.” May stopped talking as Julian emerged from the woods, pushing back his damp dark hair.


“Do you want to row across the pond? I want to try out for the crew team, and I should practice,” he said.


“He’s going to Harvard soon,” May reminded Louisa.


“If I pass the examinations,” he said.


“You should be grateful for the chance at college,” Louisa said.


“You aren’t going to give me one of your suffragist talks, are you?” Julian started shoving out the boat. “Aren’t some colleges open to women?”


“Not many. And all require money,” Louisa said.


“Our cousin Lucy is going to medical school.” May shook her head as Julian beckoned. “I’ll stay and keep my sister company.”


She saw Louisa’s mouth soften, as if touched that she’d choose to be with her. They looked at the pond, which was partly shadowed this late in the day, but some water still shimmered a jewel-like blue. A muskrat paddled to shore. A heron spread its wide wings.


“I can’t see the use of art, when beauty is right here.” Louisa took a notebook from her basket and propped it on her knees.


“But not everyone sees it. Artists try to point out the ordinary splendors.” May borrowed paper and a pencil to sketch the pond and hill where Mr. Thoreau had lived for two years, two months, and two days. She even drew the cabin. The world seemed to turn quiet while she moved her hand.


Louisa glanced at her paper. “His little house is gone.”


“Can’t you see it?” May squinted at the pines and hemlocks.


“Across town, where it was hauled to store grain.”


“Look harder.”


“I liked him.”


“I know.” May touched her hand, then added a rowboat to the picture, showing the back of a man holding oars. The more she moved her pencil, the more shapes and hues she saw in the shadows. “A view like this seems like a message from the world. Drawing is my way to keep up my end of the conversation. I’ve missed it.”


“Too busy with card games, I hear.”


“Making tea and conversation, hanging the wash, and sorting the mail for bills. The lot of the unmarried daughter.”


Louisa watched Julian rowing back and asked, “Are you smitten?”


“He’ll be off to Harvard soon.” May thought of how Cambridge was a good afternoon’s hike from Concord and how Julian would surely meet more young ladies there. She said, “I want a beau who will take me to Europe, not tell me about it.”


“You don’t still have that dream?”


“My art would improve with Michelangelo and Raphael to teach me.”


“Perhaps you should look for a living tutor. There must be some in Boston. Maybe we should find a place to room together.”


“What?”


“Do you still want to live with me?”


“I don’t want to be the girl who’s left behind.”


“And I wouldn’t want anyone to speak of my sister that way. You could take my place at the kindergarten, so I’d have more time for writing. But you should remember that Chapel Street is where immigrants come for help. These aren’t the little girls in fresh frocks or the boys with ringlets you see with governesses in the park.”


“Did you forget I taught girls in an asylum? If I can calm girls who consider jumping off bridges, I can manage children’s tantrums. Lu, you won’t regret it. I can help fix up your wardrobe and cook us lovely suppers.”


“I can’t have you fussing with clothes or clever dishes, banning drinking from jam jars. I like to put a few apples in the stove, then pick up my pen. If my writing is going well, I don’t want someone telling me to put out the lamp.”


“You can write until morning. Something dazzling enough to make a fortune.”


“I don’t know. But I dream of hiring a cook and servant for Mother.”


“We could become famous together!”


“I’d just like to earn enough to pay back Mr. Fields.”


“And it’s not wrong to remember ourselves. Should we tour France first, then Italy? Do you think that’s greedy?”


“Men call it ambition. I’ve been writing every day since I was fifteen. I suppose I’m ready for some acclaim.”


May squeezed her pencil. Perhaps as much as meeting gentlemen, she wanted more time like this, drawing while her sister wrote beside her. Did Louisa want that, too? Or did she hear May’s breath deepen as Julian pulled up the boat, then walked closer? Was she afraid May might marry first? She asked, “What made you change your mind about my joining you?”


Louisa responded, “And there can’t be a lot of questions. Sisters should have some secrets.”
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CHANDELİERS



Boston’s brick sidewalks were crowded with ladies wearing skirts puffed out by crinolines. Many wore hats with wider brims than those worn in Concord, and ribbons seemed chosen to swish, not just hold on in the wind. Shorter steps and slower gaits suggested some ladies were aware they’d be seen, which was reason enough to step outside. May kept her small-town habit of scanning faces she expected to recognize, but she had little time for strolling. At the kindergarten, she led songs about ducks and helped children conduct experiments with prisms, mold clay nests, weave strips of colored paper, and count on an abacus. Many of the children were Irish, with green eyes, pale foreheads, rosy cheeks, red or black hair, and lilting voices. They made May laugh and could be coaxed out of mischief with the promise of sitting on her lap.


After putting away wooden blocks and wiping low tables, she often set off to handsome townhouses where she’d arranged to teach piano to girls of about sixteen. Most had finished their formal educations but were either deemed too young to be courting or thwarted because so many men had joined the Union Army. The girls dutifully practiced scales, but were more charmed by the way May admired paintings they’d passed thousands of times but had never really seen. Charlotte, one of her most devoted students, urged her to teach art as well as music. May knew most parents would frown on paints in their parlors, so she looked for lodgings where students might come to her.


“I found a place not far from the Old Corner Bookshop and the Music Hall,” May told Louisa one evening as she painted flowers on lampshades to sell at charity fairs. “The room has a sofa that changes to a bed. A lovely doorman stands by potted palms in the entryway.”


“May, pay attention to your purse. You just spent a week’s salary on silk.”


“My muslins are fine to wear among the sticky children at Chapel Street, but I can’t arrive in Beacon Hill and be sent to back doors. Charlotte tells me all her friends will want to take art lessons. We won’t have to fret about money.”


Louisa bent over her paper. “I can’t think about potted palms or other luxuries until I pay back Mr. Fields.”


“I can’t believe he’s in a hurry. Julian says he’s quite jolly. He not only edits his father’s novels, but also brings him cigars and whiskey and keeps track of his accounts so he doesn’t have to bother.”


“I will repay that loan, and I don’t want to move.”


May had enough experience hearing her older sisters tell her no to recognize the varieties of breath within the word. She thought there was hope, but not now, so she changed the subject. “Are you writing more patriotic poems?”


“No. Remember that story about a girl going out to service that Mr. Fields turned down? Instead of putting it away, I’m adding episodes to turn it into a novel I’m calling Work.”


“Will it chronicle all the dreadful jobs you took?”


“And show how a girl learns from making sacrifices.”


“Good for you, writing more instead of less. But you might want this book to have a happy ending.”


“I intend my heroine to join a union of women workers, after surviving horrors some will say I shouldn’t mention. I didn’t invent human nature. I merely record it, but people blame me.”


May thought that living with Louisa made her more of a mystery instead of less of one. She wondered if she told Anna things she never told her. She looked for signs when they visited Anna in her small home. Lace doilies covered chairs and tables. The handles of the teacups in the cupboard faced the same direction. Spoons and forks nested in their proper slots within drawers. May felt alarmed when Anna burst into tears after finding ants in the sugar bin. Could a woman spend too much time in one home, especially one where windows rattled when trains sped by on the nearby tracks? She urged Anna to join them for a night of theater or opera.


“Don’t think I’m not busy,” Anna said. “I knit and bake with some ladies from church. We bring baskets to the sick and those in need, as Mother always did.”


“Except she used to invite the sick and needy right into our house. Baskets sound better,” May said. Still, she thought that making things for strangers must be lonely. “Come look at pictures in the Athenæum with me. Aunt Bond lent me her pass.”


Anna shook her head and turned the conversation back to her worry about time passing with no signs of a baby on the way.


A few weeks later, May convinced her to join her and Louisa at a fair to raise funds for Union hospitals. The sandalwood fans and letter openers that May had decorated were for sale along with wax flowers under glass globes, jars of jam covered with calico swatches, and woven potholders. Three panels May had painted of morning glories had already sold.


Making their way through the crowded hall, May studied busts of John Brown and other eminent abolitionists, which were displayed under bunting. She admired the colors and patterns of Log Cabin, Joseph’s Coat, Sixteen Blossoms, Broken Star, and Oak Leaf quilts, while Anna peered at stitches, as if to measure signs of diligence or haste.


When they returned to the table where May’s painted fans and lampshades had been displayed, Anna grabbed her wrist. “All your work has sold! I’m so proud of you!”


“No, here’s a paperweight.” Louisa pushed forward a smooth stone May had painted, which had been half-hidden. “I’d recognize your lilies anywhere. But it’s too bad you can’t put your name on them.”


“Painters sign their names in the corners of canvas. Decorative paperweights aren’t the same kind of art,” May said.


“The charity the sales benefit is what’s important,” Anna said.


“The money goes to hospitals for our brave boys, but you don’t see men giving away their work, at least without acknowledgement. When I publish a book, you can be sure I’ll put my name on it. No pseudonym, no initials. I won’t masquerade.” Louisa glanced at a table holding a collection of stories inscribed by Nathaniel Hawthorne and Uncle Tom’s Cabin signed by Harriet Beecher Stowe. The books were offered as prizes for a raffle, along with a white ox and piano lessons.


May turned as she was greeted by Charlotte. She introduced her to a friend named Alice Bartlett, who said, “We were looking for your work.”


“All her panels and fans have sold,” Louisa said.


“I told you we should have come earlier,” Charlotte said. “Alice, we beg her to give art lessons and reveal her secrets.”


“I taught in Concord, but there are so many fine artists here,” May said.


“And all are curmudgeonly. I was promised the Grand Tour to cap my education, but the war means we’re stuck at home for now. A class would be some consolation.” Alice smiled as two gentlemen approached. “May, you must meet my brother and his chum.”


May slightly dropped her knees while greeting a tall young man with curly blond hair. She batted words as lightly and deliberately as she’d swing a croquet mallet, paying attention to the rhythm as she would doing the Virginia reel, leaning just close enough to suggest both hesitation and promise. But she didn’t mind when Ellen Emerson interrupted to say hello. Ellen told them that her sister Edith’s beau had enlisted, and their brother Edward had left Harvard, to their father’s distress.


“Will he join the army?” May wondered if there was a discreet way to ask about news of Julian.


“He wants to. Our mother says she’ll allow it only if emancipation is proclaimed.”


“If all mothers were like yours, the war would end sooner. Bells ring here at two o’clock to close shops for recruitment, but freeing the slaves would do more for the Union than the draft. Men would sign up in droves.” Louisa grabbed May’s hand as she fixed her eyes on a thin, stern-faced woman who stepped behind a table. “That’s Dorothea Dix.”


“Who?” May asked.


“She’s behind these fundraisers to set up hospitals. I heard she’s looking for more ladies to sign on as nurses.”


“Women do such work?” May asked.


“Now that so many men are soldiers, there aren’t enough left to care for the wounded.”


“Surely you’re not considering doing that!”


“They’re looking for women who are either married or at least plain and thirty-five.”


“You’re beautiful and thirty.”


“If the war doesn’t end soon, they might take younger women.” Louisa’s mouth tightened as she walked toward the woman with her hair simply pulled back, standing behind a table with a stack of papers.


May thought Louisa was getting rather too old to waste time on impossible people and causes, but she supposed there was no harm in talking. She looked at portraits of military heroes while calculating how much she might charge for lessons and if she could make enough to afford a sky parlor for rent near the Public Garden. The last time she’d mentioned moving, Louisa’s protests had seemed to weaken. Teaching art would give her more chances to paint, something she would emphasize to the young ladies, implying that her fees were almost inconsequential.


[image: image]


AS SOON AS MAY ANNOUNCED SHE’D BE GIVING ART lessons, Charlotte, Alice, and two of their friends signed up. May asked Father to help her build some easels, which she squeezed into the sky parlor after pushing back the bed and then hiding it with a screen she painted with a landscape of Roman ruins. She showed the girls how to shape their hands into small frames to look through and compose. They each closed one eye and squinted to flatten a vase of wildflowers that May had arranged. The goldenrod, Queen Anne’s Lace, and asters had looked lovelier by the road, even tangled on the table, but one couldn’t paint such a jumble.


Late one afternoon, May bid her students good-bye, put two potatoes in the stove, and pushed the easels behind the screen. Louisa returned from a meeting with bright cheeks. She tossed her cloak over the back of a chair, put up her feet, took a letter from her carpetbag, scanned it, then slipped it back into a worn envelope. May wondered if she was stirred by more than political passion.


“Two more girls enrolled in my classes. We haven’t enough chairs, but I told them that standing while working keeps the mind clear.” She pulled the potatoes from the coals, dropped them on a plate she handed Louisa, then glanced at a bowl of russet apples. “Please don’t eat the still life. I should keep it here for a month, but the girls are in a hurry to bring home something pretty. They don’t understand that art isn’t a race.” She took her Eugénie blue dress from the wardrobe and finished stitching lace over the fraying cuffs.


“Aren’t you eating?” Louisa asked.


“Alice invited me to dinner. She wants me to get to know her brother and tells me they have some masterpieces from Italy. Her grandfather made a fortune importing marble and silk.”


“And probably immigrants, who traveled in worse conditions than his wares. But I suppose you’re lucky to be asked. I’m glad you’re not pining over Julian.”
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