Holiday
Katherine Anne Porter
At that time I was too young for some of the troubles I was having, and I had not yet
learned what to do with them. It no longer can matter what kind of troubles they were, or
what finally became of them. It seemed to me then there was nothing to do but run away
from them, though all my tradition, background, and training had taught me
unanswerably that no one except a coward ever runs away from anything. What nonsense!
They should have taught me the difference between courage and foolhardiness, in- stead of
leaving me to find it out for myself. I learned finally that if I still had the sense I was born
with, I would take off like a deer at the first warning of certain dangers. But this story I am
about to tell you happened before this great truth impressed itself upon me —that we do
not run from the troubles and dangers that are truly ours, and it is better to learn what
they are earlier than later, and if we don't run from the others, we are fools.
I confided to my friend Louise, a former schoolmate about my own age, not my troubles
but my little problem: I wanted to go somewhere for a spring holiday, by myself, to the
country, and it should be very simple and nice and, of course, not expensive, and she was
not to tell anyone where I had gone; but if she liked, I would send her word now and then,
if anything interesting was happening. She said she loved getting letters but hated
answering them; and she knew the very place for me, and she would not tell anybody
anything. Louise had then—she has it still—something near to genius for making
improbable persons, places, and situa- tions sound attractive. She told amusing stories that
did not turn grim on you until a little while later, when by chance you saw and heard for
yourself. So with this story. Everything was just as Louise had said, if you like, and
everything was, at the same time, quite different.
"I know the very place," said Louise, "a family of real old-fash- ioned German peasants, in
the deep blackland Texas farm country, a household in real patriarchal style—the kind of
thing you'd hate to live with but is very nice to visit. Old father, God Almighty himself,
with whiskers and all; Old mother, matriarch in men's shoes; endless daughters and sons
and sons-in-law and fat babies falling about the place; and fat puppies—my favourite was a
dar- ling little black thing named Kuno—cows, calves, and sheep and lambs and goats and
turkeys and guineas roaming up and down the shallow green hills, ducks and geese on the
ponds. I was there in the summer when the peaches and watermelons were in "
"This is the end of March," I said, doubtfully.
"Spring comes early there," said Louise. "I'll write to the Miillers about you, you just get
ready to go."
"Just where is this paradise?"
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"Not far from the Louisiana line," said Louise. "I'll ask them to give you my attic—oh, that
was a sweet place! It's a big room, with the roof sloping to the floor on each side, and the
roof leaks a little when it rains, so the shingles are all stained in beautiful streaks, all black
and grey and mossy green, and in one corner there used to be a stack of dime novels, The
Duchess, Ouida, Mrs. E.D.E.N. Southworth, Ella Wheeler Wilcox's poems—one summer
they had a lady boarder who was a great reader, and she went off and left her library. I
loved it! And everybody was so healthy and good-hearted, and the weather was perfect. . . .
How long do you want to stay?"
A few days later I found myself tossed off like an express pack- age from a dirty little
crawling train onto the sodden platform of a country station, where the stationmaster
emerged and locked up the waiting room before the train had got round the bend. As he
clumped by me he shifted his wad of tobacco to his cheek and asked, "Where you goin'?"
I hadn't thought of this, so I said at random, "About a month."
"To the Miiller farm," I said, standing beside my small trunk and suitcase with the bitter
wind cutting through my thin coat.
"Anybody meet you?" he asked, not pausing.
"They said so."
"All right," he said, and got into his little ragged buckboard with a sway-backed horse and
drove away.
I turned my trunk on its side and sat on it facing the wind and the desolate mud-colored
shapeless scene and began making up my first letter to Louise. First I was going to tell her
that unless she was to be a novelist, there was no excuse for her having so much
imagination. In daily life, I was going to tell her, there are also such useful things as the
plain facts that should be stuck to, through thick and thin. Anything else led to confusion
like this. I was beginning to enjoy my letter to Louise when a sturdy boy about twelve years
old crossed the platform. As he neared me, he took off his rough cap and bunched it in his
thick hand, dirt- stained at the knuckles. His round cheeks, his round nose, his round chin
were a cool, healthy red. In the globe of his face, as neatly circular as if drawn in bright
crayon, his narrow, long, tip- tilted eyes, clear as pale-blue water, seemed out of place, as if
two incompatible strains had collided in making him. They were beautiful eyes, and the
rest of the face was not to be taken seriously. A blue woollen blouse buttoned up to his chin
ended abruptly at his waist as if he would outgrow it in another half hour, and his blue drill
breeches flapped about his ankles. His old clodhopper shoes were several sizes too big for
him. Altogether, it was plain he was not the first one to wear his clothes. He was a cheerful,
detached, self-possessed apparition against the tumbled brown earth and ragged dark sky,
and I smiled at him as well as I could with a face that felt like wet clay.
He smiled back slightly without meeting my eye, motioning for me to take up my suitcase.
He swung my trunk to his head and tottered across the uneven platform, down the steps
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slippery with mud where I expected to see him crushed beneath his burden like an ant
under a stone. He heaved the trunk into the back of his wagon with a fine smash, took my
suitcase and tossed it after, then climbed up over one front wheel while I scrambled my
way up over the other.
The pony, shaggy as a wintering bear, eased himself into a grudging trot, while the boy,
bowed over with his cap pulled down over his ears and eyebrows, held the reins slack and
fell into a brown study. I studied the harness, a real mystery. It met and clung in all sorts of
unexpected places; it parted company in what appeared to be strategic seats of jointure. It
was mended sketchily in risky places with bits of hairy rope. Other seemingly unimportant parts were bound together irrevocably with wire. The bridle was too long for the
pony's stocky head, so he had shaken the bit out of his mouth at the start, apparently, and
went his own way at his own pace.
Our vehicle was an exhausted specimen of something called a spring wagon, who knows
why? There were no springs, and the shallow enclosed platform at the back, suitable for
carrying various plunder, was worn away until it barely reached midway of the back
wheels, one side of it steadily scraping the iron tire. The wheels themselves spun not dully
around and around in the way of com- mon wheels, but elliptically, being loosened at the
hubs, so that we proceeded with a drunken, hilarious swagger, like the rolling motion of a
small boat on a choppy sea.
The soaked brown fields fell away on either side of the lane, all rough with winter-worn
stubble ready to sink and become earth again. The scanty leafless woods ran along an edge
of the field nearby. There was nothing beautiful in those woods now except the promise of
spring, for I detested bleakness, but it gave me pleasure to think that beyond this there
might be something else beautiful in its own being, a river shaped and contained by its
banks, or a field stripped down to its true meaning, ploughed and ready for the seed. The
road turned abruptly and was almost hid- den for a moment, and we were going through
the woods. Closer sight of the crooked branches assured me that spring was begin- ning, if
sparely, reluctantly: the leaves were budding in tiny cones of watery green besprinkling all
the new shoots; a thin sedate rain began again to fall, not so opaque as a fog, but a mist that
merely deepened overhead, and lowered, until the clouds became rain in one swathing,
delicate grey.
As we emerged from the woods, the boy roused himself and pointed forward, in silence. We
were approaching the farm along the skirts of a fine peach orchard, now faintly colored
with young bud, but there was nothing to disguise the gaunt and aching ugli- ness of the
farmhouse itself. In this Texas valley, so gently modu- lated with small crests and shallows,
"rolling country" as the farmers say, the house was set on the peak of the barest rise of
ground, as if the most infertile spot had been thriftily chosen for building a shelter. It stood
there staring and naked, an intruding stranger, strange even beside the barns ranged
generously along the back, low-eaved and weathered to the color of stone.
The narrow windows and the steeply sloping roof oppressed me; I wished to turn away and
go back. I had come a long way to be so disappointed, I thought, and yet I must go on, for
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there could be nothing here for me more painful than what I had left. But as we drew near
the house, now hardly visible except for the yellow lamplight in the back, perhaps in the
kitchen, my feelings changed again toward warmth and tenderness, or perhaps just an
apprehen- sion that I could feel so, maybe, again.
The wagon drew up before the porch, and I started climbing down. No sooner had my foot
touched ground than an enormous black dog of the detestable German shepherd breed
leaped silently at me, and as silently I covered my face with my arms and leaped back.
"Kuno, down!" shouted the boy, lunging at him. The front door flew open and a young girl
with yellow hair ran down the steps and seized the ugly beast by the scruff. "He does not
mean anything," she said seriously in English. "He is only a dog."
Just Louise's darling little puppy Kuno, I thought, a year or so older. Kuno whined,
apologized by bowing and scraping one front paw on the ground, and the girl holding his
scruff said, shyly and proudly, "I teach him that. He has always such bad manners, but I
teach him!"
I had arrived, it seemed, at the moment when the evening chores were about to begin. The
entire Miiller household streamed out of the door, each man and woman going about the
affairs of the moment. The young girl walked with me up the porch and said, "This is my
brother Hans," and a young man paused to shake hands and passed by. "This is my
brother Fritz," she said, and Fritz took my hand and dropped it as he went. "My sister
Annetje," said the young girl, and a quiet young woman with a baby draped loosely like a
scarf over her shoulder smiled and held out her hand. Hand after hand went by, their
palms variously younger or older, broad or small, male or female, but all thick hard decent
peasant hands, warm and strong. And in every face I saw again the pale, tilted eyes, on
every head that taffy-colored hair, as though they might all be brothers and sisters, though
Annexe's husband and still another daughter's husband had gone by after greeting me. In
the wide hall with a door at front and back, full of cloudy light and the smell of soap, the
old mother, also on her way out, stopped to offer her hand. She was a tall strong-look- ing
woman wearing a three-cornered black wool shawl on her head, her skirts looped up over a
brown flannel petticoat. Not from her did the young ones get those water-clear eyes. Hers
were black and shrewd and searching, a band of hair showed black streaked with grey, her
seamed dry face was brown as seasoned bark, and she walked in her rubber boots with the
stride of a man. She shook my hand briefly and said in German English that I was
welcome, smiling and showing her blackened teeth.
"This is my girl Hatsy," she told me, "and she will show you to your room." Hatsy took my
hand as if I were a child needing a guide. I followed her up a flight of steps steep as a
ladder, and there we were, in Louise's attic room, with the sloping roof. Yes, the shingles
were stained all the colors she had said. There were the dime novels heaped in the corner.
For once, Louise had got it straight, and it was homely and familiar, as if I had seen it
before. "My mother says we could give you a better place on the down- stairs," said Hatsy,
in her soft blurred English, "but she said in her letter you would like it so." I told her
indeed I did like it so. She went down the steep stairs then, and her brother came up as if
he were climbing a tree, with the trunk on his head and the suitcase in his right hand, and I

4

could not see what kept the trunk from crash- ing back to the bottom, as he used the left
hand to climb with. I wished to offer help but feared to insult him, having noted well the
tremendous ease and style with which he had hurled the luggage around before, a strong
man doing his turn before a weakling au- dience. He put his burden down and straightened
up, wriggling his shoulders and panting only a little. I thanked him and he pushed his cap
back and pulled it forward again, which I took for some sort of polite response, and
clattered out hugely. Looking out of my window a few minutes later, I saw him setting off
across the fields carrying a lighted lantern and a large steel trap.
I began changing my first letter to Louise. "I'm going to like it here. I don't quite know
why, but it's going to be all right. Maybe I can tell you later---"
The sound of the German speech in the household below was part of the pleasantness, for
they were not talking to me and did not expect me to answer. All the German I understood
then was contained in five small deadly sentimental songs of Heine's, learned by heart; and
this was a very different tongue, Low Ger- man corrupted by three generations in a foreign
country. A dozen miles away, where Texas and Louisiana melted together in a rot- ting
swamp whose sluggish under-tow of decay nourished the roots of pine and cedar, a colony
of French emigrants had lived out two hundred years of exile, not wholly incorruptible, but
mystically faithful to the marrow of their bones, obstinately speaking their old French by
then as strange to the French as it was to the English. I had known many of these families
during a certain long summer happily remembered, and here again, listening to another
language nobody could understand except those of this small farming com- munity, I knew
that I was again in a house of perpetual exile. These were solid, practical, hard-bitten, landholding German peas- ants, who struck their mattocks into the earth deep and held fast
wherever they were, because to them life and the land were one indivisible thing; but never
in any wise did they confuse nationality with habitation.
I liked the thick warm voices, and it was good not to have to understand what they were
saying. I loved that silence which means freedom from the constant pressure of other minds
and other opinions and other feelings, that freedom to fold up in quiet and go back to my
own center, to find out again, for it is always a rediscovery, what kind of creature it is that
rules me finally, makes all the decisions no matter who thinks they make them, even I; who
little by little takes everything away except the one thing I cannot live without, and who will
one day say, "Now I am all you have left—take me." I paused there a good while listening
to this muted unknown language which was silence with music in it; I could be moved and
touched but not troubled by it, as by the crying of frogs or the wind in the trees.
The catalpa tree at my window would, I noticed, when it came into leaf, shut off my view of
the barns and the fields beyond. When in bloom the branches would almost reach through
the window. But now they were a thin screen through which the calves, splotchy red and
white, moved prettily against the weathered darkness of the sheds. The brown fields would
soon be green again; the sheep washed by the rains and become clean grey. All the beauty
of the landscape now was in the harmony of the valley rolling fluently away to the wood's
edge. It was an inland country, with the forlorn look of all unloved things; winter in this
part of the south is a moribund coma, not the northern death sleep with the sure promise of
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resurrection. But in my south, my loved and never-forgotten country, after her long
sickness, with only a slight stirring, an opening of the eyes between one breath and the next,
between night and day, the earth revives and bursts into the plenty of spring with fruit and
flowers together, spring and summer at once under the hot shimmering blue sky.
The freshening wind promised another light sedate rain to come at evening. The voices
below stairs dispersed, rose again, sepa- rately calling from the yards and barns. The old
woman strode down the path toward the cow sheds, Hatsy running behind her. The woman
wore her wooden yoke, with the milking pails covered and closed with iron hasps, slung
easily across her shoulders, but her daughter carried two tin milking pails on her arm.
When they pushed back the bars of cedar which opened onto the fields, the cows came
through lowing and crowding, and the calves scam- pered each to his own dam with
reaching, opened mouths. Then there was the battle of separating the hungry children from
their mothers when they had taken their scanty share. The old woman slapped their little
haunches with her open palm, Hatsy dragged at their halters, her feet slipping wide in the
mud, the cows bellowed and brandished their horns, the calves bawled like rebellious
babies. Hatsy's long yellow braids whisked around her shoulders, her laughter was a shrill
streak of gaiety above the angry cow voices and the raucous shouting of the old woman.
From the kitchen porch below came the sound of splashing wa- ter, the creaking of the
pump handle, and the stamping boots of men. I sat in the window watching the darkness
come on slowly, while all the lamps were being lighted. My own small lamp had a handle on
the oil bowl, like a cup's. There was also a lantern with a frosted chimney hanging by a nail
on the wall. A voice called to me from the foot of my stairs and I looked down into the face
of a dark-skinned, flaxen-haired young woman, far advanced in preg- nancy, and carrying
a prosperous year-old boy on her hip, one arm clutching him to her, the other raised above
her head so that her lantern shone upon their heads. "The supper is now ready," she said,
and waited for me to come down before turning away.
In the large square room the whole family was gathering at a long table covered with a red
checkered cotton cloth, with heaped- up platters of steaming food at either end. A crippled
and badly deformed servant girl was setting down pitchers of milk. Her face was so bowed
over it was almost hidden, and her whole body was maimed in some painful, mysterious
way, probably congenital, I supposed, though she seemed wiry and tough. Her knotted
hands shook continually, her wagging head kept pace with her restless elbows. She ran
unsteadily around the table scattering plates, dodg- ing whoever stood in her way; no one
moved aside for her, or spoke to her, or even glanced after her when she vanished into the
kitchen.
The men then moved forward to their chairs. Father Miiller took his patriarch's place at
the head of the table, Mother Miiller looming behind him like a dark boulder. The younger
men ranged themselves about on one side, the married ones with their wives standing back
of their chairs to serve them, for three generations in this country had not made them selfconscious or disturbed their ancient customs. The two sons-in-law and three sons rolled
down their shirt sleeves before beginning to eat. Their faces were pol- ished with recent
scrubbing and their open collars were damp.
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Mother Miiller pointed to me, then waved her hand at her house- hold, telling off their
names rapidly. I was a stranger and a guest, so was seated on the men's side of the table,
and Hatsy, whose real name turned out to be Huldah, the maiden of the family, was seated
on the children's side of the board, attending to them and keeping them in order. These
infants ranged from two years to ten, five in number—not counting the one still straddling
his mother's hip behind his father's chair—divided between the two married daughters.
The children ravened and gorged and reached their hands into the sugar bowl to sprinkle
sugar on everything they ate, solemnly elated over their food and paying no attention to
Hatsy, who struggled with them only a little less energetically than she did with the calves,
and ate almost nothing. She was about seventeen years old, pale-lipped and too thin, and
her sleek fine butter-yellow hair, streaked light and dark, real German peasant hair, gave
her an air of fragility. But she shared the big-boned structure and the enormous energy
and animal force that was like a bodily presence itself in the room; and seeing Father
Miiller's pale-grey deep-set choleric eyes and high cheekbones, it was easy to trace the
family resemblance around the table: it was plain that poor Mother Miiller had never had
a child of her own—black-eyed, black- haired South Germany people. True, she had borne
them, but that was all; they belonged to their father. Even the tawny Gretchen, expecting
another baby, obviously the pet of the family, with the sly smiling manner of a spoiled
child, who wore the contented air of a lazy, healthy young animal, seeming always about to
yawn, had hair like pulled taffy and those slanted clear eyes. She stood now easing, the
weight of her little boy on her husband's chair back, reaching with her left arm over his
shoulder to refill his plate from time to time.
ADnetje, the eldest daughter, carried her newly born baby over her shoulder, where he
drooled comfortably down her back, while she spooned things from platters and bowls for
her husband. When- ever their eyes met, they smiled with a gentle, reserved warmth in
their eyes, the smile of long and sure friendship.
Father Miiller did not in the least believe in his children's marry- ing and leaving home.
Marry, yes, of course; but must that take a son or daughter from him? He always could
provide work and a place in the household for his daughters' husbands, and in time he
would do the same for his sons' wives. A new room had lately been built on, to the
northeast, Annetje explained to me, leaning above her husband's head and talking across
the table, for Hatsy to live in when she should be married. Hatsy turned very beautifully
pink and ducked her head almost into her plate, then looked up boldly and said, "Jah, jah,
I am marrit now soon!" Everybody laughed except Mother Miiller, who said in German
that girls at home never knew when they were well off—no, they must go bring- ing in
husbands. This remark did not seem to hurt anybody's feel- ings, and Gretchen said it was
nice that I was going to be here for the wedding. This reminded Annetje of something, and
she spoke in English to the table at large, saying that the Lutheran pastor had advised her
to attend church oftener and put her young ones in Sunday school, so that God would give
her a blessing with her fifth child. I counted around again, and sure enough, with
Gretchen's unborn, there were eight children at that table under the age of ten; somebody
was going to need a blessing in all that crowd, no doubt. Father Miiller delivered a short
speech to his daughter in German, then turned to me and said, "What I say iss, it iss all
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craziness to go to church and pay a preacher goot money to talk his nonsense. Say rather
that he pay me to come and lissen, then I vill go!" His eyes glared with sudden fierceness
above his square speckled grey and yellow beard that sprouted directly out
from the high cheekbones. "He thinks, so, that my time maybe costs nothing? That iss goot!
Let him pay me!"
Mother Miiller snorted and shuffled her feet. "Ach, you talk, you talk. Now you vill make
the pastor goot and mad if he hears.
Vot ve do, if he vill not chrissen the babies?"
/
"You give him goot money, he vill chrissen, shouted Father Miiller. "You vait und see!"
"Ah sure, dot iss so," agreed Mother Miiller. "Only do not let him hear!"
There was a gust of excited talk in German, with much rapping of knife handles on the
table. I gave up trying to understand, but watched their faces. It sounded like a pitched
battle, but they were agreeing about something. They were united in their tribal scepticisms, as in everything else, I got a powerful impression that they were all, even the sons-inlaw, one human being divided into several separate appearances. The crippled servant girl
brought in more food and gathered up plates and went away in her limping run, and she
seemed to me the only individual in the house. Even I felt divided into many fragments,
having left or lost a part of myself in every place I had travelled, in every life mine had
touched, above all, in every death of someone near to me that had carried into the grave
some part of my living cells. But the servant, she was whole, and belonged nowhere.
I settled easily enough into the marginal life of the household ways and habits. Day began
early at the Miillers', and we ate break- fast by yellow lamplight, with the grey damp winds
blowing with spring softness through the open windows. The men swallowed their last cups
of steaming coffee standing, with their hats on, and went out to harness the horses to the
ploughs at sunrise. Annetje, with her fat baby slung over her shoulder, could sweep a room
or make a bed with one hand, all finished before the day was well begun; and she spent the
rest of the day outdoors, caring for the chickens and the pigs. Now and then she came in
with a shallow boxful of newly hatched chickens, abject dabs of wet fluff, and put them on
a table in her bedroom where she might tend them care- fully on their first day. Mother
Miiller strode about hugely, giving orders right and left, while Father Miiller, smoothing
his whiskers and lighting his pipe, drove away to town with Mother Miiller calling out after
him final directions and instructions about house- hold needs. He never spoke a word to
her and appeared not to be listening, but he always returned in a few hours with every
commis- sion and errand performed exactly. After I had made my own bed and set my attic
in order, there was nothing at all for me to do, and I walked out of this enthusiastic bustle
into the lane, feeling extremely useless. But the repose, the almost mystical inertia of
their minds in the midst of this muscular life, communicated itself to me little by little, and
I absorbed it gratefully in silence and felt all the hidden knotted painful places in my own
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mind beginning to loosen. It was easier to breathe, and I might even weep, if I pleased. In a
very few days I no longer felt like weeping.
One morning I saw Hatsy spading up the kitchen garden plot, and my offer to help, to
spread the seeds and cover them, was accepted. We worked at this for several hours each
morning, until the warmth of the sun and the stooping posture induced in me a
comfortable vertigo. I forgot to count the days, they were one like the other except as the
colors of the air changed, deepening and warming to keep step with the advancing season,
and the earth grew firmer underfoot with the swelling tangle of crowding roots.
The children, so hungry and noisy at the table, were peaceable little folk who played silent
engrossed games in the front yard. They were always kneading mud into loaves and pies
and carrying their battered dolls and cotton rag animals through the operations of
domestic life. They fed them, put them to bed; they got them up and fed them again, set
them to their chores making more mud loaves; or they would harness themselves to their
carts and gallop away to a great shady chestnut tree on the opposite side of the house. Here
the tree became the Turnverein, and they themselves were again human beings, solemnly
ambling about in a dance and going through the motions of drinking beer. Miraculously
changed once more into horses, they harnessed themselves and galloped home. They came
at call to be fed and put to sleep with the docil- ity of their own toys or animal playmates.
Their mothers handled them with instinctive, constant gentleness; they never seemed to be
troubled by them. They were as devoted and caretaking as a cat with her kittens.
Sometimes I took Annetje's next to youngest child, a baby of two years, in her little wagon,
and we would go down through the orchard, where the branches were beginning to sprout
in cones of watery green, and into the lane for a short distance. I would turn again into a
smaller lane, smoother because less travelled, and we would go slowly between the aisle of
mulberry trees where the fruit was beginning to hang and curl like green furry worms. The
baby would sit in a compact mound of flannel and calico, her pale-blue eyes tilted and
shining under her cap, her two lower teeth showing in a rapt smile. Sometimes several of
the other children would follow along quietly. When I turned, they all turned without question, and we would proceed back to the house as sedately as we had set out.
The narrow lane, I discovered, led to the river, and it became my favorite walk. Almost
every day I went along the edge of the naked wood, passionately occupied with looking for
signs of spring. The changes there were so subtle and gradual I found one day that
branches of willows and sprays of blackberry vine alike were covered with fine points of
green; the color had changed overnight, or so it seemed, and I knew that tomorrow the
whole valley and wood and edge of the river would be quick and feathery with golden
green blowing in the winds.
And it was so. On that day I did not leave the river until after dark and came home
through the marsh with the owls and night jars crying over my head, calling in a strange
and broken chorus in the woods until the farthest answering cry was a ghostly echo. When
I went through the orchard the trees were all abloom with fireflies. I stopped and looked at
it for a long time, then walked slowly, amazed, for I had never seen anything that was more
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beautiful to me. The trees were freshly budded out with pale bloom, the branches were
immobile in the thin darkness, but the flower clusters shivered in a soundless dance of
delicately woven light, whirling as airily as leaves in a breeze, as rhythmically as
water in a fountain. Every tree was budded out with this living, pulsing fire as fragile and
cool as bubbles. When I opened the gate their light shone on my hands like fox fire. When I
looked back, the shimmer of golden light was there, it was no dream.
Hatsy was on her knees in the dining room, washing the floor with heavy dark rags. She
always did this work at night, so the men with their heavy boots would not be tracking it up
again and it would be immaculate in the morning. She turned her young face to me in a
stupor of fatigue. "Ottilie! Ottilie!" she called, loudly, and before I could speak, she said,
"Ottilie will give you supper. It is waiting, all ready." I tried to tell her that I was not
hungry, but she wished to reassure me. "Look, we all must eat. Now or then, it's no
trouble." She sat back on her heels, and raising her head, looked over the window sill at the
orchard. She smiled and paused for a moment and said happily, "Now it is come spring.
Every spring we have that." She bent again over the great pail of water with her mops.
The crippled servant came in, stumbling perilously on the slippery floor, and set a dish
before me, lentils with sausage and red chopped cabbage. It was hot and savory and I was
truly grateful, for I found I was hungry, after all. I looked at her—so her name was
Ottilie?—and said, "Thank you." "She can't talk," said Hatsy, simply stating a fact that
need not be emphasized. The blurred, dark face was neither young nor old, but crumpled
into criss cross wrinkles, irrelevant either to age or suffering; simply wrinkles, pat- ternless
blackened seams as if the perishable flesh had been wrung in a hard cruel fist. Yet in that
mutilated face I saw high cheek- bones, slanted water-blue eyes, the pupils very large and
strained with the anxiety of one peering into a darkness full of danger. She jarred heavily
against the table as she turned, her bowed back trembling with the perpetual working of
her withered arms, and ran away in aimless, driven haste.
Hatsy sat on her heels again for a moment, tossed her braids back over her shoulder and
said, "That is Ottilie. She is not sick now. She is only like that since she was sick when she
was a baby. But she can work so well as I can. She cooks. But she cannot talk so you can
understand." She went up on her knees, bowed over, and began to scrub again, with new
energy. She was really a net- work of thin taut ligaments and long muscles elastic as woven
steel. She would always work too hard, and be tired all her life, and never know that this
was anything but perfectly natural; every- body worked all the time, because there was
always more work waiting when they had finished what they were doing then. I ate my
supper and took my plate to the kitchen and set it on the table. Ottilie was sitting in a
kitchen chair with her feet in the open oven, her arms folded and her head waggling a little.
She did not see or hear me.
At home, Hatsy wore an old brown corduroy dress and galoshes without stockings. Her
skirts were short enough to show her thin legs, slightly crooked below the knees, as if she
had walked too early. "Hatsy, she's a good, quick girl," said Mother Miiller, to whom
praising anybody or anything did not come easily. On Satur- days, Hatsy took a
voluminous bath in a big tub in the closet back of the kitchen, where also were stored the
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extra chamber pots, slop jars, and water jugs. She then unplaited her yellow hair and
bound up the crinkled floss with a wreath of pink cotton rosebuds, put on her pale-blue
China silk dress, and went to the Turnverein to dance and drink a seidel of dark-brown
beer with her suitor, who resembled her brothers enough to be her brother, though I think
nobody ever noticed this except myself, and I said nothing because it would have been the
remark of a stranger and hopeless outsider. On Sundays, the entire family went to the
Turnverein after copious washings, getting into starched dresses and shirts, and getting the
baskets of food stored in the wagons. The servant, Ottilie, would rush out to see them off,
standing with both shaking arms folded over her forehead, shading her troubled eyes to
watch them to the turn of the lane. Her muteness seemed nearly absolute; she had no
coherent language of signs. Yet three times a day she spread that enormous table with solid
food, freshly baked bread, huge platters of vegetables, immoderate roasts of meat,
extravagant tarts, strudels, pies—enough for twenty people. If neighbors came in for an
afternoon on some holiday, Ottilie would stumble into the big north room, the parlor, with
its golden oak melodeon, a harsh-green Brussels carpet, Nottingham lace curtains,
crocheted lace antimacassars on the chair backs, to serve them coffee with cream and sugar
and thick slices of yellow cake.
Mother Miiller sat but seldom in her parlor, and always with an air of formal unease, her
knotted big fingers cramped in a cluster. But Father Miiller often sat there in the evenings,
where no one ventured to follow him unless commanded; he sometimes played chess with
his elder son-in-law, who had learned a good while ago that Father Miiller was a good
player who abhorred an easy victory, and he dared not do less than put up the best fight he
was able, but even so, if Father Miiller felt himself winning too often, he would roar, "No,
you are not trying! You are not doing your best. Now we stop this nonsense!" and son-inlaw would find himself dismissed in temporary disgrace.
Most evenings, however, Father Miiller sat by himself and read Das Kapital. He would
settle deeply into the red plush base rocker and spread the volume upon a low table before
him. It was an early edition in blotty black German type, stained and ragged in its leather
cover, the pages falling apart, a very bible. He knew whole chapters almost by heart, and
added nothing to, took nothing from, the canonical, once-delivered text. I cannot say at that
time of my life I had never heard of Das Kapital, but I had certainly never known anyone
who had read it, though if anyone mentioned it, it was always with profound disapproval.
It was not a book one had to read in order to reject it. And here was this respectable old
farmer who accepted its dogma as a religion—that is to say, its legendary inapplicable
precepts were just, right, proper, one must believe in them, of course, but life, everyday
living, was another and unrelated thing. Father Miiller was the richest man in his
community; almost every neighboring farmer rented land from him, and some of them
worked it on the share system. He ex- plained this to me one evening after he had given up
trying to teach me chess. He was not surprised that I could not learn, at least not in one
lesson, and he was not surprised either that I knew nothing about Das Kapital. He
explained his own arrangements to me thus: "These men, they cannot buy their land. The
land must be bought, for Kapital owns it, and Kapital will not give back to the worker the
land that is his. Well, somehow, I can always buy land. Why? I do not know. I only know
that with my first land here I made good crops to buy more land, and so I rent it cheap,
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more than anybody else I rent it cheap, I lend money so my neigh- bors do not fall into the
hands of the bank, and so I am not Kapital. Someday these workers, they can buy land
from me, for less than they can get it anywhere else. Well, that is what I can do, that is all."
He turned over a page, and his angry grey eyes looked out at me under his shaggy brows.
"I buy my land with my hard work, all my life, and I rent it cheap to my neighbors, and
then they say they will not elect my son-in-law, my Annetje's husband, to be sheriff because
I am atheist. So then I say, all right, but next year you pay more for your land or more
shares of your crops. If I am atheist I will act like one. So, my Annetje's husband is sheriff,
that is all."
He had put a stubby forefinger on a line to mark his place, and now he sank himself into
his book, and I left quietly without say- ing good night.
The Turnverein was an octagonal pavilion set in a cleared space in a patch of woods
belonging to Father Miiller. The German colony came here to sit about in the cool shade,
while a small brass band played cloppity country dances. The girls danced with energy and
direction, their starched petticoats rustling like dry leaves. The boys were more awkward,
but willing; they clutched their partners' waists and left crumpled sweaty spots where they
clutched. Here Mother Miiller took her ease after a hard week. Her gaunt limbs would
relax, her knees spread squarely apart, and she would gossip over her beer with the women
of her own genera- tion. They would cast an occasional caretaking glance at the chil- dren
playing nearby, allowing the younger mothers freedom to dance or sit in peace with their
own friends.
On the other side of the pavilion, Father Miiller would sit with the sober grandfathers,
their long curved pipes wagging on their chests as they discussed local politics with
profound gravity, their hard peasant fatalism tempered only a little by a shrewd worldly
distrust of all officeholders not personally known to them, all polit- ical plans except their
own immediate ones. When Father Miiller talked, they listened respectfully, with faith in
him as a strong man, head of his own house and his community. They nodded slowly
whenever he took his pipe from his mouth and gestured, holding it by the bowl as if it were
a stone he was getting ready to throw. On our way back from the Turnverein one evening,
Mother Miiller said to me, "Well, now, by the grace of Gott it is all settled be- tween Hatsy
and her man. It is next Sunday by this time they will be marrit."
All the folk who usually went to the Turnverein on Sundays came instead to the Miiller
house for the wedding. They brought useful presents, mostly bed linen, pillow covers, a
white counter- pane, with a few ornaments for the bridal chamber—a home- braided
round rug in many colors, a brass-bottomed lamp with a round pink chimney decorated
with red roses, a stone china wash- bowl and pitcher also covered with red roses; and the
bridegroom's gift to the bride was a necklace, a double string of red coral twigs. Just before
the short ceremony began, he slipped the necklace over her head with trembling hands. She
smiled up at him shakily and helped him disentangle her short veil from the coral, then
they joined hands and turned their faces to the pastor, not letting go until time for the
exchange of rings—the widest, thickest, reddest gold bands to be found, no doubt—and at
that moment they both stopped smiling and turned a little pale. The groom recovered first,

12

and bent over—he was considerably taller than she—and kissed her on the forehead. His
eyes were a deep blue, and his hair not really Miiller taffy color, but a light chestnut; a
good-looking, gentle-tempered boy, I decided, and he looked at Hatsy as if he liked what he
saw. They knelt and clasped hands again for the final prayer, then stood together and
exchanged the bridal kiss, a very chaste reserved one, still not on the lips. Then everybody
came to shake hands and the men all kissed the bride and the women all kissed the groom.
Some of the women whispered in Hatsy's ear, and all burst out laughing except Hatsy, who
turned red from her forehead to her throat. She whispered in turn to her husband, who
nodded in agreement. She then tried to slip away quietly, but the watchful young girls were
after her, and shortly we saw her run- ning through the blossoming orchard, holding up
her white ruffled skirts, with all the girls in pursuit, shrieking and calling like excited
hunters, for the first to overtake and touch her would be the next bride. They returned,
breathless, dragging the lucky one with them, and held her against her ecstatic resistance,
while all the young boys kissed her.
The guests stayed on for a huge supper, and Ottilie came in, wearing a fresh blue apron,
sweat beaded in the wrinkles of her forehead and around her formless mouth, and passed
the food around the table. The men ate first and then Hatsy came in with the women for
the first time, still wearing her square little veil of white cotton net bound on her hair with
peach blossoms shattered in the bride's race. After supper, one of the girls played waltzes
and polkas on the melodeon, and everyone danced. The bride- groom drew gallons of beer
from a keg set up in the hall, and at midnight everybody went away, warmly emotional and
happy. I went down to the kitchen for a pitcher of hot water. The servant was still setting
things to rights, hobbling between table and cup- board. Her face was a brown smudge of
anxiety, her eyes were wide and dazed. Her uncertain hands rattled among the pans, but
nothing could make her seem real, or in any way connected with the life around her. Yet
when I set my pitcher on the stove, she lifted the heavy kettle and poured the scalding
water into it with- out spilling a drop.
The clear honey green of the early morning sky was a mirror of the bright earth. At the
edge of the woods there had sprung a reticent blooming of small white and pale-colored
flowers. The peach trees were now each a separate nosegay of shell rose and white. I left the
house, meaning to take the short path across to the lane of mulberries. The women were
deep in the house, the men were away to the fields, the animals were turned into the
pastures, and only Ottilie was visible, sitting on the steps of the back porch peeling
potatoes. She gazed in my direction with eyes that fell short of me, and seemed to focus on a
point midway between us, and gave no sign. Then she dropped her knife and rose, her
mouth opened and closed several times, she strained toward me, motion- ing with her right
hand. I went to her, her hands came out and clutched my sleeve, and for a moment I feared
to hear her voice. There was no sound from her, but she drew me along after her, full of
some mysterious purpose of her own. She opened the door of a dingy bitter-smelling room,
windowless, which opened off the kitchen, beside the closet where Hatsy took her baths. A
lumpy narrow cot and chest of drawers supporting a blistered looking- glass almost filled
the space. Ottilie's lips moved, struggling for speech, as she pulled and tumbled over a heap
of rubbish in the top drawer. She took out a photograph and put it in my hands. It was in
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the old style, faded to a dirty yellow, mounted on cardboard elaborately clipped and gilded
at the edges.
I saw a girl child about five years old, a pretty smiling German baby, looking curiously like
a slightly elder sister of Annetje's two- year-old, wearing a frilled frock and a prodigious
curl of blonde hair, called a roach, on the crown of her head. The strong legs, round as
sausages, were encased in long white ribbed stockings, and the square firm feet were laced
into old-fashioned soft-soled black boots. Ottilie peered over the picture, twisted her neck,
and looked up into my face. I saw the slanted water-blue eyes and the high cheekbones of
the Miillers again, mutilated, almost destroyed, but unmistakable. This child was what she
had been, and she was without doubt the elder sister of Annetje and Gretchen and Hatsy;
in urgent pantomime she insisted that this was so—she patted the picture and her own face,
and strove terribly to speak. She pointed to the name written carefully on the back, Ottilie,
and touched her mouth with her bent knuckles. Her head wagged in her perpetual nod; her
shaking hand seemed to flap the photograph at me in a roguish humor. The bit of
cardboard connected her at once some- how to the world of human beings I knew; for an
instant some fila- ment lighter than cobweb spun itself out between that living center in her
and in me, a filament from some center that held us all bound to our unescapable common
source, so that her life and mine were kin, even a part of each other, and the painfulness
and strangeness of her vanished. She knew well that she had been Ottilie, with those steady
legs and watching eyes, and she was Ottilie still within her- self. For a moment, being alive,
she knew she suffered, for she stood and shook with silent crying, smearing away her tears
with the open palm of her hand. Even while her cheeks were wet, her face changed. Her
eyes cleared and fixed themselves upon that point in space which seemed for her to contain
her unaccountable and terrible troubles. She turned her head as if she had heard a voice
and disappeared in her staggering run into the kitchen, leaving the drawer open and the
photograph face downward on the chest.
At midday meal she came hurrying and splashing coffee on the white floor, restored to her
own secret existence of perpetual amazement, and again I had been a stranger to her like
all the rest but she was no stranger to me, and could not be again.
The youngest brother came in, holding up an opossum he had caught in his trap. He swung
the furry body from side to side, his eyes fairly narrowed with pride as he showed us the
mangled crea- ture. "No, it is cruel, even for the wild animals," said gcntie Annetje to me,
"but boys love to kill, they love to hurt things. I am always afraid he will trap poor Kuno."
I thought privately that Kuno, a wolfish, ungracious beast, might well prove a match for
any trap. Annetje was full of silent, tender solicitudes. The kittens, the puppies, the chicks,
the lambs and calves were her special care. She was the only one of the women who
caressed the weanling calves when she set the pans of milk before them. Her child seemed
as much a part of her as if it were not yet born. Still, she seemed to have forgotten that
Ottilie was her sister. So had all the others. I remembered how Hatsy had spoken her name
but had not said she was her sister. Their silence about her was, I realized, exactly that—
simple forgetfulness. She moved among them as in- visible to their imaginations as a ghost.
Ottilie their sister was some- thing painful that had happened long ago and now was past
and done for; they could not live with that memory or its visible re- minder—they forgot
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her in pure self-defense. But I could not for- get her. She drifted into my mind like a bit of
weed carried in a current and caught there, floating but fixed, refusing to be carried away.
I reasoned it out. The Miillers, what else could they have done with Ottilie? By a physical
accident in her childhood she had been stripped of everything but her mere existence. It
was not a society or a class that pampered its invalids and the unfit. So long as one lived,
one did one's share. This was her place, in this family she had been born and must die; did
she suffer? No one asked, no one looked to see. Suffering went with life, suffering and
labor. While one lived one worked, that was all, and without complaints, for no one had
time to listen, and everybody had his own troubles. So, what else could they have done with
Ottilie? As for me, I could do nothing but promise myself that I would forget her, too; and
to remember her for the rest of my life.
Sitting at the long table, I would watch Ottilie clattering about in her tormented haste,
bringing in that endless food that rep- resented all her life's labors. My mind would follow
her into the kitchen where I could see her peering into the great simmering kettles, the
crowded oven, her whole body a mere machine of torture. Straight up to the surface of my
mind the thought would come urgently, clearly, as if driving time toward the desired event:
Let it be now, let it be now. Not even tomorrow, no, today. Let her sit down quietly in her
rickety chair by the stove and fold those arms, and let us find her there like that, with her
head fallen for- ward on her knees. She will rest then. I would wait, hoping she might not
come again, ever again, through that door I gazed at with wincing eyes, as if I might see
something unendurable enter through it. Then she would come, and it was only Ottilie,
after all, in the bosom of her family, and one of its most useful and compe- tent members;
and they with a deep right instinct had learned to live with her disaster on its own terms,
and hers; they had accepted and then made use of what was for them only one more
painful event in a world full of troubles, many of them much worse than this. So, a step at a
time, I followed the Mullers as nearly as I could in their acceptance of Ottilie, and the use
they made of her life, for in some way that I could not quite explain to myself, I found great
virtue and courage in their steadiness and refusal to feel sorry for anybody, least of all for
themselves.
Gretchen bore her child, a son, conveniently between the hours of supper and bedtime, one
evening of friendly and domestic- sounding rain. The next day brought neighboring women
from miles around, and the child was bandied about among them as if he were a new kind
of medicine ball. Sedate and shy at dances, emotional at weddings, they were ribald and
jocose at births. Over coffee and beer the talk grew broad, the hearty gutturals were
swallowed in the belly of laughter; those honest hard-working wives and mothers saw life
for a few hours as a hearty low joke, and it did them good. The baby bawled and suckled
like a young calf, and the men of the family came in for a look and added their joyful
improprieties.
Cloudy weather drove them home earlier than they had meant to go. The whole sky was
lined with smoky black and grey vapor hanging in ragged wisps like soot in a chimney. The
edges of the woods turned dull purple as the horizon reddened slowly, then faded, and all
across the sky ran a deep shuddering mumble of thunder. All the Mullers hurried about
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getting into rubber boots and oilcloth overalls, shouting to each other, making their plan of
action. The youngest boy came over the ridge of the hill with Kuno Holiday
helping him to drive the sheep down into the fold. Kuno was bark- ing, the sheep were
baaing and bleating, the horses freed from the ploughs were excited; they whinnied and
trotted at the lengths of their halters, their ears laid back. The cows were bawling in distress and the calves cried back to them. All the men went out among the animals to round
them up and quiet them and get them enclosed safely. Even as Mother Miiller, her halfdozen petticoats looped about her thighs and tucked into her hip boots, was striding to join
them in the barns, the cloud rack was split end to end by a shattering blow of lightning,
and the cloudburst struck the house with the impact of a wave against a ship. The wind
broke the windowpanes and the floods poured through. The roof beams strained and the
walls bent inward, but the house stood to its foundations. The children were huddled into
the inner bedroom with Gretchen. "Come and sit on the bed with me now," she told them
calmly, "and be still." She sat up with a shawl around her, suckling the baby. Annetje
came then and left her baby with Gretchen, too; and standing at the doorsteps with one
arm caught over the porch rail, reached down into the furious waters which were rising to
the very threshold and dragged in a half-drowned lamb. I followed her. We could not make
ourselves heard above the cannonade of thunder, but together we carried the creature into
the hall under the stairs, where we rubbed the drowned fleece with rags and pressed his
stomach to free him from the water and finally got him sitting up with his feet tucked
under him. Annetje was merry with triumph and kept saying in delight, "Alive, alive!
look!"
We left him there when we heard the men shouting and beating at the kitchen door and ran
to open it for them. They came in, Mother Miiller among them, wearing her yoke and milk
pails. She stood there with the water pouring from her skirts, the three-cor- nered piece of
black oilcloth on her head dripping, her rubber boots wrinkled down with the weight of
her petticoats stuffed into them. She and Father Miiller stood near each other, looking like
two gnarled lightning-struck old trees, his beard and oilcloth gar- ments streaming, both
their faces suddenly dark and old and tired, tired once for all; they would never be rested
again in their lives. Father Miiller suddenly roared at her, "Go get yourself dry clothes. Do
you want to make yourself sick?"
"Ho," she said, taking off her milk yoke and setting the pails on the floor. "Go change
yourself. I bring you dry socks." One of the boys told me she had carried a day-old calf on
her back up a ladder against the inside wall of the barn and had put it safely in the hayloft
behind a barricade of bales. Then she had lined up the cows in the stable, and, sitting on
her milking stool in the rising water, she had milked them all. She seemed to think nothing
of it.
"Hatsy!" she called, "come help with this milk!" Little pale Hatsy came flying barefoot
because she had been called in the midst of taking off her wet shoes, her thick yellow and
silver braids thumping on her shoulders as she ran. Her new husband followed her, rather
shy of his mother-in-law.
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"Let me," he said, wishing to spare his dear bride such heavy work, and started to lift the
great pails. "No!" shouted Mother Miiller, so the poor young man nearly jumped out of his
shirt, "not you. The milk is not business for a man." He fell back and stood there with dark
rivulets of mud seeping from his boots, watching Hatsy pour the milk into pans. Mother
Miiller started to follow her husband to attend him, but said at the door, turning back,
"Where is Ottilie?", and no one knew, no one had seen her. "Find her," said Mother
Miiller, going. "Tell her we want supper now."
Hatsy motioned to her husband, and together they tiptoed to the door of Ottilie's room and
opened it silently. The light from the kitchen showed them Ottilie, sitting by herself, folded
up on the edge of the bed. Hatsy threw the door wide open for more light and called in a
high penetrating voice as if to a deaf person or one at a great distance, "Ottilie!
Suppertime. We are hungry!", and the young pair left the kitchen to look under the
stairway to see how Annetje's lamb was getting on. Then Annetje, Hatsy, and I got brooms
and began sweeping the dirty water and broken glass from the floors of the hall and dining
room.
The storm lightened gradually, but the flooding rain continued. At supper there was talk
about the loss of animals and their re- placement. All the crops must be replanted, the
season's labor was for nothing. They were all tired and wet, but they ate heartily and
calmly, to strengthen themselves against all the labor of re- pairing and restoring which
must begin early tomorrow morning.
By morning the drumming on the roof had almost ceased; from my window I looked upon
a sepia-colored plain of water moving slowly to the valley. The roofs of the barns sagged
like the ridge poles of a tent, and a number of drowned animals floated or were caught
against the fences. At breakfast Mother Miiller sat groaning over her coffee cup. "Ach,"
she said, "what it is to have such a pain in the head. Here too," she thumped her chest. "All
over. Ach, Gott, I'm sick." She got up sighing hoarsely, her cheeks flushed, calling Hatsy
and Annetje to help her in the barn.
They all came back very soon, their skirts draggled to the knees, and the two sisters were
supporting their mother, who was speech- less and could hardly stand. They put her to bed,
where she lay without moving, her face scarlet. Everybody was confused, no one knew what
to do. They tucked the quilts about her, and she threw them off. They offered her coffee,
cold water, beer, but she turned her head away. The sons came in and stood beside her, and
joined the cry: "Mutterchen, Mutti, Mutti, what can we do? Tell us, what do you need?"
But she could not tell them. It was impossi- ble to ride the twelve miles to town for a doctor;
fences and bridges were down, the roads were washed out. The family crowded into the
room, unnerved in panic, lost unless the sick woman should come to herself and tell them
what to do for her. Father Miiller came in and, kneeling beside her, he took hold of her
hands and spoke to her most lovingly, and when she did not answer him he broke out
crying openly in a loud voice, the great tears rolling, "Ach, Gott, Gott. A hundert tousand
tollars in the bank"—he glared around at his family and spoke broken English to them, as
if he were a stranger to himself and had forgotten his own language—"and tell me, tell,
what goot does it do?"
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This frightened them, and all at once, together, they screamed and called and implored her
in a tumult utterly beyond control. The noise of their grief and terror filled the place. In the
midst of this, Mother Miiller died.
In the midafternoon the rain passed, and the sun was a disc of brass in a cruelly bright sky.
The waters flowed thickly down to the river, leaving the hill bald and brown, with the
fences lying in a flattened tangle, the young peach trees stripped of bloom and sag- ging at
the roots. In the woods had occurred a violent eruption of ripe foliage of a jungle thickness,
glossy and burning, a massing of hot peacock green with cobalt shadows. The household
was in such silence, I had to listen carefully to know that anyone lived there. Everyone,
even the younger children, moved on tiptoe and spoke in whispers. All afternoon the thud
of hammers and the whine of a saw went on monotonously in the barn loft. At dark, the
men brought in a shiny coffin of new yellow pine with rope handles and set it in the hall. It
lay there on the floor for an hour or so, where anyone passing had to step over it. Then
Annetje and Hatsy, who had been washing and dressing the body, appeared in the doorway
and motioned: "You may bring it in now."
Mother Miiller lay in state in the parlor throughout the night, in her black silk dress with a
scrap of white lace at the collar and a small lace cap on her hair. Her husband sat in the
plush chair near her, looking at her face, which was very contemplative, gentle, and
remote. He wept at intervals, silently, wiping his face and head with a big handkerchief. His
daughters brought him coffee from time to time. He fell asleep there toward morning.
The light burned in the kitchen nearly all night, too, and the sound of Ottilie's heavy boots
thumping about unsteadily was accompanied by the locust whirring of the coffee mill and
the smell of baking bread. Hatsy came to my room. "There's coffee and cake," she said,
"you'd better have some," and turned away crying, crumbling her slice in her hand. We
stood about and ate in silence. Ottilie brought in a fresh pot of coffee, her eyes bleared and
fixed, her gait as aimless-looking and hurried as ever, and when she spilled some on her
own hand, she did not seem to feel it.
For a day longer they waited; then the youngest boy went to fetch the Lutheran pastor, and
a few neighbors came back with them. By noon many more had arrived, spattered with
mud, the horses heaving and sweating. At every greeting the family gave way and wept
afresh, as naturally and openly as children. Their faces were drenched and soft with their
tears; there was a comforta- ble relaxed look in the muscles of their faces. It was good to let
go, to have something to weep for that nobody need excuse or explain. Their tears were at
once a luxury and a cure of souls. They wept away the hard core of secret trouble that is in
the heart of each separate man, secure in a communal grief; in sharing it, they con- soled
each other. For a while they would visit the grave and re- member, and then life would
arrange itself again in another order, yet it would be the same. Already the thoughts of the
living were turning to tomorrow, when they would be at the work of rebuild- ing and
replanting and repairing—even now, today, they would hurry back from the burial to milk
the cows and feed the chickens, and they might weep again and again for several days, until
their tears could heal them at last.
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On that day I realized, for the first time, not death, but the terror of dying. When they took
the coffin out to the little country hearse and I saw that the procession was about to form, I
went to my room and lay down. Staring at the ceiling, I heard and felt the ominous order
and purpose in the movements and sounds below— the creaking harness and hoofbeats
and grating wheels, the muted grave voices—and it was as if my blood fainted and receded
with fright, while my mind stayed wide awake to receive the awful im- press. Yet when I
knew they were leaving the yard, the terror began to leave me. As the sounds receded, I lay
there not thinking, not feeling, in a mere drowse of relief and weariness.
Through my half-sleep I heard the howling of a dog. It seemed to be a dream, and I was
troubled to awaken. I dreamed that Kuno was caught in the trap; then I thought he was
really caught, it was no dream and I must wake, because there was no one but me to let him
out. I came broad awake, the cry rushed upon me like a wind, and it was not the howl of a
dog. I ran downstairs and looked into Gretchen's room. She was curled up around her
baby, and they were both asleep. I ran to the kitchen.
Ottilie was sitting in her broken chair with her feet on the edge of the open oven, where the
heat had died away. Her hands hung at her sides, the fingers crooked into the palm; her
head lay back on her shoulders, and she howled with a great wrench of her body, an
upward reach of the neck, without tears. At sight of me she got up and came over to me
and laid her head on my breast, and her hands dangled forward a moment. Shuddering,
she babbled and howled and waved her arms in a frenzy through the open window over the
stripped branches of the orchard toward the lane where the procession had straightened
out into formal order. I took hold of her arms where the unnaturally corded muscles
clenched and strained under her coarse sleeves; I led her out to the steps and left her sitting
there, her head wagging.
In the barnyard there remained only the broken-down spring wagon and the shaggy pony
that had brought me to the farm on the first day. The harness was still a mystery, but
somehow I man- aged to join pony, harness, and wagon not too insecurely, or so I could
only hope; and I pushed and hauled and tugged at Ottilie and lifted her until she was in the
seat and I had the reins in hand. We careened down the road at a grudging trot, the pony
jolting like a churn, the wheels spinning elliptically in a truly broad com- edy swagger. I
watched the jovial antics of those wheels with atten- tion, hoping for the best. We slithered
into round pits of green mud, and jogged perilously into culverts where small bridges had
been. Once, in what was left of the main road, I stood up to see if I might overtake the
funeral train; yes, there it was, going inch- meal up the road over the little hill, a bumbling
train of black beetles crawling helter-skelter over clods.
Ottilie, now silent, was doubled upon herself, slipping loosely on the edge of the seat. I
caught hold of her stout belt with my free hand, and my fingers slipped between her clothes
and bare flesh, ribbed and gaunt and dry against my knuckles. My sense of her realness,
her humanity, this shattered being that was a woman, was so shocking to me that a howl as
doglike and despairing as her own rose in me unuttered and died again, to be a perpetual
ghost. Ottilie slanted her eyes and peered at me, and I gazed back. The knotted wrinkles of
her face were grotesquely changed, she gave a choked little whimper, and suddenly she
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laughed out, a kind of yelp but unmistakably laughter, and clapped her hands for joy, the
grinning mouth and suffering eyes turned to the sky. Her head nodded and wagged with
the clownish humor of our trundling lurching progress. The feel of the hot sun on her back,
the bright air, the jolly senseless staggering of the wheels, the peacock green of the heavens:
something of these had reached her. She was happy and gay, and she gurgled and rocked in
her seat, leaning upon me and waving loosely around her as if to show me what wonders
she saw.
Drawing the pony to a standstill, I studied her face for a while and pondered my ironical
mistake. There was nothing I could do for Ottilie, selfishly as I wished to ease my heart of
her; she was beyond my reach as well as any other human reach, and yet, had I not come
nearer to her than I had to anyone else in my attempt to deny and bridge the distance
between us, or rather, her distance from me? Well, we were both equally the fools of life,
equally fellow fugitives from death. We had escaped for one day more at least. We would
celebrate our good luck, we would have a little stolen holiday, a breath of spring air and
freedom on this lovely, festive afternoon.
Ottilie fidgeted, uneasy at our stopping. I flapped the reins, the pony moved on, we turned
across the shallow ditch where the small road divided from the main travelled one. I
measured the sun westering gently; there would be time enough to drive to the river down
the lane of mulberries and to get back to the house before the mourners returned. There
would be plenty of time for Ottilie to have a fine supper ready for them. They need not
even know she had been gone.
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