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1L
The Return

THE TOWN of Dunnet seemed more pleasant than
other villages on the coast of the state of Maine in the
eastern United States. Perhaps this was because I was
familiar with the country around it, the rocky shore and
dark forest.

I knew well the few houses set among the rocks of the
hillside near the harbor. They seemed to be caught there
and held in their places by the trees. Small gardens around
them were bright with flowers. The front of all the houses
faced the sea. Tiny windows, high up under the pointed
roofs, looked out like eyes, watching the harbor and the
distant line where the sea and the sky came together. To
the north was the shore with the dark fir trees behind it.

Learning to know a village is like learning to know a
person. Two people can love each other immediately and
forever. But the growth of true friendship may be an affair
of an entire lifetime. Similarly, many years are needed to
develop real love for a town.

During a boat trip two or three summers before, T had
visited Dunnet briefly. Later I dreamed of its shores with
the pointed fir trees and the odd, pleasing- manners and
customs of the village people. The town was far from
crowded cities, but its people were childishly certain that
their village was the center of the world.

One evening in June I returned to Dunnet. I was the
only passenger coming ashore from the boat, and 1 was

1
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delighted to find the whole scene unchanged. The tide was
high, and I smelled the salty air gratefully. A large crowd
of people was watching the coming of the boat. With quiet
excitement, the younger members of the crowd followed
me up the narrow street between the white wooden
houses.

2 X
Mrs. Todd

% AFTERWARD, I found only one fault with my
choice of a home for the summer. When I first saw it, the
tiny house of Mrs. Almira Todd seemed to be a true
shelter from the busy world. Later I learned that every
person in town came there in the summer to buy Mrs.
Todd’s herb drinks and remedies.

The house, behind its small bushy green garden, did
not face the street. The garden was a queer little place,
and a puzzle to a stranger. Most of the garden was filled
with green plants, The few flowers were growing close to
the gray wall.

I soon discovered that Mrs. Todd was a lover of herbs,
both those growing in her garden and those growing wild
in the forest and fields. The wind from the sea would blow
through the window nearest the street. With the wind
came the smells not only of flowers, but also of the garden
herbs, sage and mint and thyme, and dozens of others too
numerous to name.

Often Mrs. Todd went to the far corner of her garden.
With her foot she crushed thyme, and I would know of its
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presence by its smell. Since she was a very large person,
her skirts brushed and bent almost every thin plant. Al-
though half-asleep in the morning, 1 would realize she was
walking in the garden. In the course of a few weeks’
experience, I would know by the smell of the herbs com-
ing in my window the exact corner of the garden where
she walked.

In one part of this herb section were other plants that
could be used for medicines, strange plants not often seen.
The unusual smells made me remember something in the
distant and forgotten past. Some of these plants might
once have been used in ancient forms of worship. Secret
words to accompany their use may have been told by
mother to daughter during the passing centuries. But now
the herbs were used only in simple mixtures. These were
made in a pot on Mrs. Todd’s kitchen stove and given to
suffering neighbors.

The neighbors came almost secretly, usually at night,
bringing their own ancient bottles to be filled. One mixture
was called the Indian remedy, and its price was only 15
cents. I could hear Mrs. Todd’s whispered instructions as
the buyers passed my windows.

With most remedies, the buyer was allowed to depart
immediately from the kitchen. But with some remedies
Mrs. Todd gave instructions while she stood in the door of
the house. She would accompany other mixtures as far as
the gate. At the gate she whispered long instructions,
keeping her secret and important manner until the neigh-
bor left.

Mrs. Todd may possibly not have been dealing only
with the common illnesses of humanity. Among the
strange, wild-seeming plants in her garden, there may
have bcen remedies for love and hate and unfavorable
winds at sea.

The village doctor and herb-woman were very friendly
with each other. Perhaps some of her medicines made
people sick enough to require his care. Whether this was
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true or not, the doctor visited oftcn and exchanged greet-
ings with Mrs. Todd at the garden fence. After the first
brief words, they would begin to discuss medicines. He
would stand holding a sweet-smelling plant in his fingers,
perhaps making a friendly joke about her faith in the
usefulness of her Indian remedy. Sometimes her faith in it
was great enough to endanger the life and health of
worthy neighbors.

I arrived at this quiet village beside the sea late in June.
The busy herb-gathering season was only beginning. June
was also the time that Mrs. Todd began to make her
well-known spruce-beer. This cooling drink had been
made perfect after a long series of experiments. It had
gained great local fame, and Mrs. Todd often had to make
a néw supply.

I was a writer and had been seeking a summer home
that was somewhat quiet and Ilonely. Dunnet was an oth-
erwise delightful part of the world, but it was certainly not
lonely. The business agreement between Mrs. Todd and
me included a simple cold lunch at noon. At night she
prepared a hot supper. Late in the afternoon of some
days, I might be seen hurrying down the street toward the
pier to catch a fish for our evening meal. Our agreement
allowed Mrs. Todd the time to go often for long, slow
walks through forests and meadows gathering herbs and
roots.

The buyers of spruce-beer came regularly during the
hot weather. Others came for different remedies and medi-
cines. In the beginning I had been unwisely curious about
these medicines and now knew the remedies well encugh
to sell them. Mrs. Todd, I realized, was a widow who had
only this small business and the money I paid her. For
this reason, I willingly served the neighbors who knocked
on her door to buy herbs. Besides my work as her busi-
ness associate, I sometimes went walking with Mrs.
Todd.

With all these activities, the July days passed quickly.
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One evening, with much pride and pleasure, T gave Mrs.
Todd two dollars and 27 cents that I had received during
the day for herbs I had sold. It was very pleasant to earn
two dollars and 27 cents during a single' day and to have
Mrs. Todd’s grateful friendship.

But the employment of writers is uncertain. I must
force myself to leave these pleasant successes and do my
own work. I told Mrs. Todd that I would not be able to
continue the pleasure of “greeting people.” She was as sad
as I had expected. I realized that the neighbors might
suffer. Mrs. Todd would not have as much freedom to
seek the different wild herbs that were so much needed to
ease the winter illnesses of her friends. -

“Dear,” she said sorrowfully, “your being here has been
a great advantage to me. I have not had such a profitable
season for many years. I have never had anyone I could
trust as much. You lack only a little judgment and experi-
ence. But after a while you would be very good in the
business. I would stand here and tell that to anyone.”

The change in our business affairs did not harm our
friendship. Actually, Mrs. Todd and I became better
friends.

Late some evenings a strange herb of the night would
have a strong, sharp smell. I would smell this herb when
the grass was wet, the moon was high in the sky and
the cool air would come up from the sea.

At such times, Mrs. Todd would want to talk to some-
one, and I was always glad to listen. We were both
affected by the smell of the herb and by the moonlight.
She would stand outside my window or come into my
room. Sometimes she would tell the ordinary news of the
day. But one cloudy night she revealed to me a secret of
her youth, Thus I learned that she had loved a man from
a family much wealthier than hers.

“No, dear, he could never think of marrying me,” she
said. “We were young together, but his mother did not
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