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    Growing up can feel like learning to stand tall while the world keeps changing its weather around you.

Mrs. Tree by Laura Elizabeth Howe Richards is a short work of children’s literature by a writer closely associated with late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century English-language juvenile fiction. Richards is best known for stories that take everyday childhood feelings seriously while keeping the narrative accessible to younger readers. In Mrs. Tree, the natural world provides the immediate frame of reference, and the tale uses that familiar setting to explore questions of responsibility, patience, and belonging. The book’s compact scale and clear storytelling reflect a period when moral imagination and gentle instruction often traveled together.

The premise centers on a tree presented as a figure with a distinct identity, inviting readers to consider what it means to have a place in a larger living community. Without relying on spectacle, the story draws attention to ordinary rhythms—growth, seasons, and the small events that accumulate into change. Readers can expect a narrative that is attentive to detail and oriented toward observation, using a straightforward progression that suits a read-aloud experience as well as independent reading. The setup encourages curiosity about how natural processes can mirror human concerns without turning the book into a lesson in disguise.

Richards’s approach typically favors clarity and warmth over complexity, and Mrs. Tree offers a similarly measured reading experience. The voice is gentle and steady, designed to keep the reader close to the central figure and to the environment that shapes her days. The style is likely to feel traditional to modern audiences: composed, deliberate, and more interested in moral and emotional resonance than in rapid plotting. That calm pacing helps the book function as a reflective fable-like narrative, one that invites children to notice patterns and invites adults to appreciate how careful attention can be made engaging.

At its heart, the book turns on themes of endurance and care, asking what it means to persist through cycles that are not fully under one’s control. It also encourages empathy across difference by prompting readers to imagine interiority where they might not ordinarily look for it. The tree’s rootedness becomes a way to think about duty and constancy, while the surrounding world supplies reminders of vulnerability and interdependence. Without needing to be explicit, the story suggests that strength can be quiet and that value can be found in steady presence rather than dramatic action.

The natural setting also makes room for an early ecological sensibility, not as modern environmental advocacy, but as attentiveness to how living things affect and rely on one another. Contemporary readers may recognize in this attention a corrective to distraction: the book slows the gaze and restores significance to small, recurring experiences. It can also serve as an entry point for discussing how older children’s books shape ideas about character and conduct through metaphor rather than argument. The story’s simplicity becomes a feature, creating space for conversation and interpretation.

Mrs. Tree still matters because it models an ethical imagination that begins with noticing, then moves toward respect. In an era when children encounter constant novelty, a narrative built around continuity and seasonal change can offer a different kind of emotional education—one centered on patience, resilience, and responsibility. Richards’s work remains relevant for families and classrooms interested in stories that are approachable yet thoughtful, and for readers who value children’s literature as a place where moral questions can be explored with tact. The book’s enduring appeal lies in its quiet insistence that growth is both natural and earned.
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    Mrs. Tree by Laura Elizabeth Howe Richards is a short work of children’s fiction centered on an elderly woman known as Mrs. Tree, whose identity is closely bound to a particular tree and the place where she lives. The opening establishes a small, familiar community in which Mrs. Tree is a distinctive figure, watched with curiosity and affection by others, especially younger observers. Richards frames the narrative through everyday sights and conversations, letting readers learn who Mrs. Tree is by how she moves through her surroundings and how the neighborhood responds to her presence.

paragraphs(continued) is a property not allowed.

The story proceeds by focusing on Mrs. Tree’s unusual routines and the quiet authority she seems to possess in her chosen setting. Richards emphasizes observation over action, drawing attention to the details of season, weather, and the changing life around the tree. As the community’s interest grows, the book explores how people interpret what they do not fully understand: some are amused, some doubtful, and some sincerely drawn to Mrs. Tree’s steadfastness. The narrative keeps its stakes intimate, grounded in small acts and daily encounters rather than overt conflict.

As attention gathers around Mrs. Tree, the book develops a gentle tension between ordinary social expectations and Mrs. Tree’s singular commitment to her way of life. Children and adults alike test boundaries through questions, assumptions, and attempts to define her story in simple terms. Richards uses these interactions to examine how myths and reputations form in a close-knit environment, and how a person’s chosen identity can be both respected and misunderstood. The tree itself functions as more than a backdrop, shaping the rhythm of scenes and anchoring the book’s emotional focus.

Midway through, shifts in the environment and the community’s routines bring Mrs. Tree’s situation into sharper relief. The narrative follows the natural progression of time, allowing small changes to accumulate into meaningful pressure on Mrs. Tree’s habits and on the patience or sympathy of those around her. Without turning sensational, Richards keeps the reader attentive to what might happen when a cherished local certainty is challenged by forces beyond any single person’s control. The book’s conflict remains primarily social and psychological, expressed through responses and decisions rather than confrontations.

The latter portion of the story narrows in on the question of what the tree and its attendant rituals truly mean to Mrs. Tree and to the people who observe her. Richards continues to balance outside perspectives with Mrs. Tree’s own steadfast intent, inviting readers to consider how care, solitude, and belonging can take unconventional forms. The community’s reactions reveal differing ideas about responsibility, kindness, and what it means to let someone live according to a private conviction. The narrative maintains a calm surface while quietly intensifying its emotional stakes.

As events move toward resolution, Richards foregrounds the consequences of attention and interpretation: how stories about a person can help or harm, and how compassion may require restraint as well as action. The book avoids simple moralizing, instead presenting the characters’ choices as arising from mixed motives—curiosity, concern, and the desire for order. The tree’s continued presence keeps the plot tethered to the natural world and to a sense of time that exceeds human plans. The reader is led to anticipate change while remaining uncertain of its final shape and meaning without being told outright how everything ends.
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    Laura Elizabeth Howe Richards (1850–1943) wrote for a U.S. readership shaped by the long transition from the Civil War era into the Progressive Era. Born in Boston, Massachusetts, she grew up in a region where public education, reform societies, and publishing were well developed. Her father, Samuel Gridley Howe, was a reformer associated with the Perkins Institution for the Blind, and her mother, Julia Ward Howe, was a prominent writer and activist. This family context placed Richards near debates over moral education, philanthropy, and women’s public roles that influenced late nineteenth-century children’s literature.

paragraphs

In the decades when Richards established her career, American children’s books increasingly served as tools for character formation as well as entertainment. Periodicals and book series expanded through improvements in printing and distribution, while libraries and schools created steady demand for juvenile titles. The period’s mainstream children’s fiction often promoted diligence, honesty, and sympathy, echoing Protestant-inflected moral instruction but also adapting to a more urban, commercially oriented culture. Richards became known for stories that mixed domestic realism with gentle humor, aligning with a broad late nineteenth-century preference for instructive narratives that avoided sensationalism and emphasized everyday ethical choices.

paragraphs

New England settings remained culturally influential in U.S. letters after the Civil War, reflecting both regional identity and national ideals of civic virtue. Rural villages and small-town households were commonly used to explore social expectations, family obligations, and community scrutiny. At the same time, the United States experienced rapid industrialization, growth of cities, and increased immigration, prompting anxieties about social cohesion and proper upbringing. Children’s and family-centered fiction provided a venue for reaffirming community standards amid change. Richards’s work frequently draws on familiar domestic spaces and local social networks, presenting them as arenas where kindness and responsibility are tested.

paragraphs

Women’s expanding participation in public life formed another key context. The women’s club movement grew substantially in the late nineteenth century, organizing around education, temperance, settlement work, and civic reform; the National American Woman Suffrage Association was founded in 1890. While legal and political equality remained limited, women’s writing and philanthropic leadership were prominent in cultural life. Richards’s career demonstrates how women authors built reputations in children’s literature and used it to model social virtues. Her family’s reform connections also reflect a wider tradition of linking literature with moral improvement and community service.

paragraphs,
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"Well, they're gone!" said Direxia Hawkes[1q].

"H'm!" said Mrs. Tree[2q].

Direxia had been to market, and, it was to be supposed, had brought home, beside the chops and the soup-piece, all the information the village afforded. She had now, after putting away her austere little bonnet and cape, brought a china basin, and a mystic assortment of white cloths, and was polishing the window-panes, which did not need polishing. From time to time she glanced at her mistress, who sat bolt upright in her chair, engaged on a severe-looking piece of knitting. Mrs. Tree detested knitting, and it was always a bad sign when she put away her book and took up the needles.

"Yes'm; they're gone. I see 'em go. Ithuriel Butters drove 'em over to the Junction; come in yesterday o' purpose, and put up his team at Doctor Stedman's. Ithuriel thinks a sight of Doctor Strong. Yes'm; folks was real concerned to see him go, and her too. They made a handsome couple, if they be both light-complected."

"What are you doing to that window, Direxia Hawkes?" demanded Mrs. Tree, looking up from her knitting with a glittering eye.

"I was cleanin' it."

"I'm glad to hear it. I never should have supposed so from looking at it. Perhaps you'd better let it alone."

"You're a terrible tedious woman to live with, Mis' Tree!" said Direxia.

"You're welcome to go any minute," replied Mrs. Tree.

"Yes'm," said Direxia. "What kind of sauce would you like for tea?"

"Any kind except yours," said Mrs. Tree; and then both smiled grimly, and felt better.

Direxia polished away, still with an anxious eye on the old woman whom she loved fiercely.

"He sent a message to you, last thing before he drove off. He wanted I should tell you—what's this now he said? 'Tell her to keep on growing young till I come back,' that was it. Well, he's a perfect gentleman, that's what he is."

Something clicked in Mrs. Tree's throat, but she said nothing. Mrs. Tree was over ninety, but apart from an amazing reticulation of wrinkles, netted fine and close as a brown veil, she showed little sign of her great age. As she herself said, she had her teeth and her wits, and she did not see what more any one wanted. In her morning gown of white dimity[1], with folds of soft net about her throat, and a turban of the same material on her head, she was a pleasant and picturesque figure. For the afternoon she affected satin, either plum-colored, or of the cinnamon shade in which some of my readers may have seen her elsewhere, with slippers to match, and a cap suggesting the Corinthian order[3]. In this array, majesty replaced picturesqueness, and there were those in Elmerton who quailed at the very thought of this tiny old woman, upright in her ebony chair, with the acanthus-leaf in finest Brussels[4] nodding over her brows. The last touch of severity was added when Mrs. Tree was found knitting, as on the present occasion.

"Ithuriel Butters is a sing'lar man!" Direxia went on, investigating with exquisite nicety the corner of a pane. "He gave me a turn just now, he did so."

She waited a moment, but no sign coming, continued. "I was to Miss Phœbe 'n' Vesty's when he druv up, and we passed the time o' day. I said, 'How's Mis' Butters now, Ithuriel?' I said. I knew she'd been re'l poorly a spell back, but I hadn't heard for a consid'able time.

"'I ain't no notion!' says he.

"'What do you mean, Ithuriel Butters?' I says.

"'Just what I say,' says he.

"'Why, where is she?' I says. I thought she might be visitin', you know. She has consid'able kin round here.

"'I ain't no idee,' says he. 'I left her in the bur'in'-ground, that's all I know.'

"Mis' Tree, that woman has been dead a month, and I never knew the first word about it. They're all sing'lar people, them Butterses. She was a proper nice woman, though, this Mis' Butters. He had hopes of Di-plomy one spell, after his last died—she was a reg'lar fire-skull; he didn't have much peace while she lived—died in a tantrum too, they say; scol't so hard she bust a vessel, and it run all through her, and car'd her off—but Di-plomy couldn't seem to change her state, no more'n Miss Phœbe 'n' Vesty.

"My sakes! if there ain't Miss Vesty comin' now. I'll hasten and put away these things, Mis' Tree, and be back to let her in."

Miss Vesta Blyth came soberly along the street and up the garden path. She was a quaint and pleasant picture, in her gown of gray and white foulard[2], with her little black silk mantle and bonnet. Some thirty years ago Miss Vesta and her sister Miss Phœbe had decided that fashion was a snare; and since then they had always had their clothes made on the same model, to the despair of Prudence Pardon, the dressmaker.

But when one looked at Vesta Blyth's face, one was not apt to think about her clothes; one rather thought, what a pity one must look away from her presently! At least, that was what Geoffrey Strong used to say, a young man who loved Miss Vesta, and who was now gone away with his young wife, leaving sore hearts behind.

Direxia Hawkes came out on the porch to meet the visitor, closing the door behind her for an instant.

"I'm terrible glad you've come," she said. "She's lookin' for you, too, I expect, though she won't say a word. There! she's fairly rusted with grief. It'll do her good to have somebody new to chaw on; she's been chawin' on me till she's tired, and she's welcome to."

"Yes, Direxia, I know; you are most faithful and patient," said Miss Vesta, gently. "You know we all appreciate it, don't you, my good Direxia? I have brought a little sweetbread for Aunt Marcia's supper. Diploma cooked it the way she likes it, with a little cream, and just a spoonful of white wine. There! now I will go in. Thank you, Direxia."

"Dear Aunt Marcia," the little lady said as she entered the room, "how do you do to-day? You are looking so well!"

"I've got the plague," announced Mrs. Tree, with deadly quiet[3q].

"Dearest Aunt Marcia! what can you mean? The plague! Surely you must have mistaken the symptoms. That terrible disease is happily, I think, restricted to—"

"I've got twenty plagues!" exclaimed the old lady. "First there's Direxia Hawkes, who torments my life out all day long; and then you, Vesta, who might know better, coming every day and asking how I am. How should I be? Have you ever known me to be anything but perfectly well since you were born?"

"No, dear Aunt Marcia, I am thankful to say I have not. It is such a singular blessing, that you have this wonderful health."

"Well, then, why can't you let my health alone? When it fails, I'll let you know."

"Yes, dear Aunt Marcia, I will try."

"Bah!" said Mrs. Tree. "You are a good girl, Vesta, but you would exasperate a saint. I am not a saint."

Miss Vesta, too polite to assent to this statement, and too truthful to contradict it, gazed mildly at her aunt, and was silent.

Mrs. Tree, after five minutes of vengeful knitting, rolled up her work deliberately, stabbed it through with the needles, and tossed it across the room.

"Well!" she said, "have you anything else to say, Vesta? I am cross, but I am not hungry, and if I were I would not eat you. Tell me something, can't you? Isn't there any gossip in this tiresome place?"

"Oh, Aunt Marcia, I cannot think of anything but our dear children, Geoffrey and Vesta. We have just seen them off, you know. Indeed, I came on purpose to tell you about their departure, but you seemed—Aunt Marcia, they were sad at going, I truly think they were. It was here they first met, and found their young happiness—the Lord preserve them in it all their lives long!—there were tears in Little Vesta's eyes, dear child! but still, they are going to their own home, and of course they were full of joy too. Oh, Aunt Marcia, I must say, dear Geoffrey looked like a prince as he handed his bride into the carriage."

"Was he in red velvet and feathers?" asked Mrs. Tree. "It wouldn't surprise me in the least."

"Oh, no, dear Aunt Marcia! Nothing, I assure you, gaudy or striking, in the very least. He wore the ordinary dress of a gentleman, not conspicuous in any way. It was his air I meant, and the look of—of pride and joy and youth—ah! it was very beautiful. Vesta was beautiful too; you saw her travelling-dress, Aunt Marcia. Did you not think it charming?"

"The child looked well enough," said Mrs. Tree. "Lord knows what sort of wife she'll make, with her head stuffed full of all kinds of notions, but she looks well, and she means well. I gave her my diamonds; did she tell you that?"

Miss Vesta's smooth brow clouded. "Yes, Aunt Marcia, she told me, and showed them to me. I had not seen them for years. They are very beautiful. I—I confess—"

"Well, what's the matter?" demanded her aunt, sharply. "You didn't want them yourself, did you?"

"Oh! surely not, dear Aunt Marcia. I was only thinking—Maria might feel, with her two daughters, that there should have been some division—"

"Vesta Blyth," said Mrs. Tree, slowly, "am I dead?"

"Dear Aunt Marcia! what a singular question!"

"Do I look as if I were going to die?"

"Surely not! I have rarely seen you looking more robust."

"Very well! When I am dead, you may talk to me about Maria and her two daughters; I sha'n't mind it then. What else have you got to say? I am going to take my nap soon, so if you have anything more, out with it!"

Miss Vesta, after a hurried mental review of subjects that might be soothing, made a snatch at one.

"Doctor Stedman came to see the children off. I think he is almost as sorry to lose Geoffrey as we are. It is a real pleasure to see him looking so well and vigorous. He really looks like a young man."

"Don't speak to me of James Stedman!" exclaimed Mrs. Tree. "I never wish to hear his name again."

"Aunt Marcia! dear James Stedman! Our old and valued friend!"

"Old and valued fiddlestick! Who wanted him to come back? Why couldn't he stay where he was, and poison the foreigners? He might have been of some use there."

Miss Vesta looked distressed.

"Aunt Marcia," she said, gently, "I cannot feel as if I ought to let even you speak slightingly of Doctor Stedman. Of course we all feel deeply the loss of dear Geoffrey; I am sure no one can feel it more deeply than Phœbe and I do. The house is so empty without him; he kept it full of sunshine and joy. But that should not make us forgetful of Doctor Stedman's life-long devotion and—"

"Speaking of devotion," said Mrs. Tree, "has he asked you to marry him yet? How many times does that make?"

Miss Vesta went very pink, and rose from her seat with a gentle dignity which was her nearest approach to anger.

"I think I will leave you now, Aunt Marcia," she said. "I will come again to-morrow, when you are more composed. Good-by."

"Yes, run along!" said Mrs. Tree, and her voice softened a little. "I don't want you to-day, Vesta, that's the truth. Send me Phœbe, or Malvina Weight. I want something to 'chaw on,' as Direxia said just now."

"The dogs! I was going to say," exclaimed Direxia, using one of her strongest expressions. "You never heard me, now, Mis' Tree!"

"I never hear anything else!" said the old lady. "Go away, both of you, and let me hear myself think."
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"I cannot see that your aunt looks a day older than she did twenty years ago," said Dr. James Stedman.

Miss Vesta Blyth looked up in some trepidation, and the soft color came into her cheeks.

"You have called on her, then, James," she said. "I am truly glad. How did she—that is, I am sure she was rejoiced to see you, as every one in the village is."

Doctor Stedman chuckled, and pulled his handsome gray beard. "She may have been rejoiced," he said; "I trust she was. She said first that she hoped I had come back wiser than I went, and when I replied that I hoped I had learned a little, she said she could not abide new-fangled notions, and that if I expected to try any experiments on her I would find myself mistaken. Yes, I find her quite unchanged, and wholly delightful. What amazing vigor! I am too old for her, that's the trouble. Young Strong is far more her contemporary than I am. Why, she is as much interested in every aspect of life as any boy in the village. Before I left I had told her all that I knew, and a good deal that I didn't."

"It is greatly to be regretted," said Miss Phœbe Blyth, pausing in an intricate part of her knitting, and looking over her glasses with mild severity, "it is greatly to be regretted that Aunt Marcia occupies herself so largely with things temporal. At her advanced age, her acute interest in—one, two, three, purl—in worldly matters, appears to me lamentable."

"I often think, Sister Phœbe," said Miss Vesta, timidly, "that it is her interest in little things that keeps Aunt Marcia so wonderfully young."

"My dear Vesta," replied Miss Phœbe, impressively, "at ninety-one, with eternity, if I may use the expression, sitting in the next room, the question is whether any assumption of youthfulness is desirable. For my own part, I cannot feel that it is. I said something of the sort to Aunt Marcia the other day, and she replied that she was having all the eternity she desired at that moment. The expression shocked me, I am bound to say."

"Aunt Marcia does not always mean what she says, Sister Phœbe."

"My dear Vesta, if she does not mean what she says at her age, the question is, when will she mean it?"

After a majestic pause, Miss Phœbe continued, glancing at her other hearers:

"I should be the last, the very last, to reflect upon my mother's sister in general conversation; but Doctor Stedman being our family physician as well as






































"I asked the Muse if she had one
 Thrice-favored son,
 Or if some one poetic brother
 Appealed to her more than another.
 She gazed on me with aspect high,
 And tear in eye,
 While musically she repeats,
 'Keats!'


"She gave me then to understand,
 And smilèd bland,
 On Helicon the sacred Nine
 Occasionally ask bards to dine.
 'For most,' she said, 'we do not move,
 Though we approve;
 For one alone we leave our seats:
 "Keats!"'"
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