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			adalbert stifter (1805–1868), the son of a provincial linen weaver and flax merchant, was born in the rural Bohemian market town of Oberplan, then part of the Austrian Empire but today in the Czech Republic. When Stifter was still a child, his father was crushed under an overturned cart; the family was left poor, but Stifter’s grandfather sent him to school at the Benedictine monastery of Kremsmünster and he proved a brilliant student. Stifter attended the University of Vienna, where he studied law but failed to obtain a degree. Instead he supported himself as a much sought-after tutor to the children of the high Viennese aristocracy while also acquiring a small reputation as a landscape painter. For a number of years Stifter eagerly courted the daughter of a rich businessman, but his lack of worldly position turned her family against him, and in 1835 he married Amalia Mohaupt, a milliner. In 1840, he published his first story, the success of which started him on a career as a writer, and in 1850, after working as an editor on two newspapers, he was appointed supervisor of elementary schools for Upper Austria. Stifter’s works include numerous stories and novellas, as well as Witiko, a historical novel, and Indian Summer, considered one of the finest examples of the German bildungsroman. Stifter’s mental and physical health deteriorated in his final years. In 1868, suffering from cirrhosis of the liver, he committed suicide.

			isabel fargo cole is a writer and a translator of such authors as Annemarie Schwarzenbach, Franz Fühmann, Wolfgang Hilbig, and Klaus Hoffer. She lives in Berlin, Germany. 


			MOTLEY STONES

			ADALBERT STIFTER

			Translated from the German by

			ISABEL FARGO COLE

NEW YORK REVIEW BOOKS

[image: ]

New York


THIS IS A NEW YORK REVIEW BOOK

PUBLISHED BY THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

435 Hudson Street, New York, NY 10014

www.nyrb.com

Translation and foreword copyright © 2021 by Isabel Fargo Cole

All rights reserved.

This translation has been published with support from the Austrian Federal Ministry for Art, Culture, Public Services, and Sports.

First published as a New York Review Books Classic in 2021.

Cover image: Adalbert Stifter, Study of Rocks (Stag’s Leap, Hell’s Valley, Black Forest), 1840; © Vienna Museum; photograph by Birgit and Peter Kainz

Cover design: Katy Homans

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Stifter, Adalbert, 1805–1868, author. | Cole, Isabel Fargo, 1973– translator.  

			Title: Motley stones / Adalbert Stifter; translated from the German by Isabel Fargo Cole.  

			Other titles: Bunte Steine. English  

			Description: New York City: New York Review Books, 2021. | Series: New York Review Books classics 

			Identifiers: LCCN 2020015769 (print) | LCCN 2020015770 (ebook) | ISBN 9781681375205 (paperback) | ISBN 9781681375212 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Stifter, Adalbert, 1805–1868—Translations into English. 

			Classification: LCC PT2525 .A15 2020 (print) | LCC PT2525 (ebook) | DDC 833/.7—dc23 

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020015769

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020015770

ISBN 978-1-68137-521-2

v1.0

For a complete list of titles, visit www.nyrb.com or write to:

Catalog Requests, NYRB, 435 Hudson Street, New York, NY 10014


			CONTENTS


Cover

Biographical Notes

Title Page

Copyright and More Information

Translator’s Foreword


			MOTLEY STONES


Preface

Introduction

Granite

Limestone

Tourmaline

Rock Crystal

Cat-Silver

Rock Milk


			TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD


			The wafting of the air the trickling of the water the growing of the grain the surging of the sea the budding of the earth the shining of the sky the glimmering of the stars is what I deem great; the thunderstorm that looms in splendor, the lightning that cleaves houses, the storm that drives the breakers, the fire-spewing mountain, the earthquake that buries whole lands, these I do not deem greater than those first phenomena, indeed I deem them smaller, for they are the mere effects of much higher laws.

			—Adalbert Stifter, preface to Motley Stones

			“We seek to glimpse the gentle law that guides the human race,” Stifter concludes, both modestly and grandly. His “gentle law” reflects the aspirations of the Biedermeier period between the Napoleonic Wars and the Revolutions of 1848, a time when peace came at the price of a stifling conservatism. Today, Biedermeier is a scornful byword for bourgeois piety, the retreat into private idylls; Stifter is regarded as a paradigmatic writer of the period and popularly misunderstood as a stodgy sentimentalist. Yet Thomas Mann called him “one of the most peculiar, enigmatic, secretly audacious and strangely gripping storytellers in world literature,” and for Franz Kafka he was “my obese brother.” With a sensibility too idiosyncratic for his contemporaries to grasp, Stifter explored the abyss in the idyll. 

			Adalbert Stifter was born in 1805 to a family of small tradesmen in the village of Oberplan in the Bohemian Forest (now Horní Planá, in the Czech Republic). A bright child, but prone to self-destructive mood swings, Adalbert was mentored by the village schoolteacher, and in 1818, a year after his father’s accidental death, was admitted to the prestigious school at the Benedictine abbey in Kremsmünster. A country bumpkin among children of privilege, he was homesick but thrived academically. 

			It was a pivotal moment in European history: In 1814, on the eve of Napoleon’s defeat, Europe’s great powers met at the Congress of Vienna to negotiate a new, reactionary order, stamping out the liberal aspirations that had sparked the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars. The congress was chaired by Prince Klemens von Metternich, who would maneuver the Austrian Empire to dominance and turn it into the first modern surveillance state. 

			In 1826, Stifter enrolled as a law student at the University of Vienna, but he became sidetracked by science and literature courses and a growing interest in painting. Meanwhile, he earned his way as a private tutor for wealthy families. With a talent for teaching, he found himself in demand, but it was a precarious job, marked by the social gulf between himself and his employers. Unprepossessing in appearance, smallpox-scarred, socially awkward, and plagued by depression, the young man struggled with the anonymity of the big city, yet found solace in its cultural offerings. Vienna’s sparkling artistic life was the sugar on the pill of Europe’s most repressive regime. 

			During a summer visit to Oberplan, Stifter fell in love with Fanny Greipl, the daughter of an affluent merchant family in a neighboring town. From 1827 to 1835 he would pursue a conflicted, largely epistolary romance with the woman he saw as his soul mate and a “saint.” She appears to have reciprocated his feelings, but their relationship was thwarted by opposition from Fanny’s parents—a student moonlighting as a tutor was hardly a desirable match—and by Stifter’s own insecurities. He vacillated between his artistic pursuits and his studies, quitting the university in 1830. And in 1832 he began a relationship with a beautiful demimondaine called Amalia Mohaupt, the daughter of an impoverished military family. The two had little in common; unlike Fanny, Amalia was uneducated and uncultured. Stifter went on pining after Fanny and dithering until she stopped answering his letters and married another man in 1836. She died giving birth to her first child. Her death, and the lost chance at true love, left a deep mark on Stifter and his work. 

			Meanwhile, in 1837, he had married Amalia. He was at a professional dead end and had committed to an incompatible relationship. But amid personal crisis, he forged ahead with his writing, achieving his first publication in 1840: the novella “Der Condor.” Written with the surreal intensity of Romantic writers such as Jean Paul and E. T. A. Hoffmann, it featured a young woman who accompanies scientists on a balloon flight beyond the stratosphere. Bold in form and touching on cutting-edge issues of science and women’s emancipation, “Der Condor” was a sensation. Overnight, Stifter found himself a sought-after writer. 

			For years, he would produce short stories and novellas, along with several longer works marked by an episodic or assemblage-like quality: the epistolary Feldblumen (Flowers of the Field, 1841); Die Mappe meines Urgroßvaters (My Great-Grandfather’s Portfolio, 1841); and Bunte Steine (Motley Stones, 1853), a cycle of six thematically related novellas. Later Stifter would produce two novels of truly epic dimensions—Nachsommer (Indian Summer, 1857) and Witiko (1865–1867)—but as his recent biographer Wolfgang Matz points out, both were modestly subtitled Erzählung (story or tale). For Matz, this reveals “something very significant about his entire oeuvre: its rootedness in storytelling as the transmission of lived experience.” Stifter braids acts of storytelling into the rhythms of daily life, not as flights of fancy but as his characters’ homely, often groping efforts to tell the truths of their and others’ lives. Stifter was celebrated (and attacked) for the realism with which he detailed everyday tasks alongside spectacular natural panoramas. His characters often seem sketchier by contrast. But the lacunae and gray zones of their perspectives lend his writing a more challenging realism—realism as the insight into the difficulty of truly grasping reality. 

			Stifter thwarts expectations of clear-cut dramatic arcs, with an open-ended quality that is often startlingly modern. His tales lend themselves to nested and assembled narratives, inviting readers to trace connections. Many are rooted in the Oberplan region, so that landscapes, villages, castles, historic incidents, and legends recur, forming one vast web that he obsessively wove and rewove. 

			Stifter had quickly been picked up by the book publisher Gustav Heckenast, based in Pest, who would become one of his closest friends, providing him with financial and moral support all his life. In 1842, Stifter proposed a collection of his short stories, which ultimately swelled to six volumes under the typically modest title Studien (Studies). While writing new stories, he was revising and often completely rewriting his old work; for instance, five of the six novellas in Motley Stones are reworkings of earlier stories.

			Despite his newfound success, Stifter struggled financially. Though Amalia was a skilled housekeeper, they had a tendency to live beyond their means, suggesting a shared hunger for the trappings of bourgeois prosperity. Quite a literal hunger—their meals were known for their opulence. Stifter lapsed into a habit of binge eating, a contrast to his credo of moderation, which disturbed his contemporaries and has plausibly been tied to his lifelong depression and to the tensions of his marriage. His relationship with Amalia lacked intellectual and emotional rapport, and remained childless, failing to live up to the familial idyll that Stifter so desperately strove for. As a pedagogue and a writer, Stifter had a strong affinity to children, a keen awareness of their aspirations and vulnerabilities. However, he never successfully assumed the role of father, and that failure haunted him and his oeuvre. In 1845, when Amalia’s widowed brother Philipp asked for help bringing up his four children, Stifter initially hedged, citing his financial insecurity. Ultimately, in 1847 he and Amalia agreed to take in Philipp’s daughter Juliane—a decision that would end in tragedy.

			As a tutor, Stifter was now working for Austria’s most powerful families, foremost that of Prince Klemens von Metternich himself, whose son Stifter instructed in math and physics. Now that his literary talent had been recognized, he was able to use these connections as an entrée to Vienna’s influential intellectual salons. However, his relationships with the elite remained marked by subservience. His bent toward liberal humanism and social reform was counterbalanced by an emotional need for order and authority—a stance that grew increasingly conflicted as political rebellion brewed and finally broke out in 1848. 

			Beginning in Paris that February, a wave of uprisings swept Europe, releasing tensions that had been bottled up since Napoleon’s defeat. Diverse coalitions of rebels demanded constitutional monarchies, freedom of speech, ethnic self-determination, and better conditions for peasants and the proletariat. In Austria under the Habsburg monarchy, forms of serfdom still prevailed, and Metternich kept the lid on nationalist aspirations within the multiethnic empire. In March, uprisings in Vienna led to Metternich’s resignation and the promise of a constitution. 

			Initially, Stifter was eager to contribute to a freer society. In April he helped select Viennese delegates to the Frankfurt Parliament, the revolutionaries’ momentous (but ultimately failed) attempt to unite German-speaking lands as a federal state with a liberal constitution. Soon, however, he felt overwhelmed by the political turmoil and retreated to the provincial town of Linz; intended as a brief respite, the stay would become permanent. By mid-May the situation in Vienna grew so tense that the Imperial family fled to Innsbruck. For Stifter, this symbolized a dangerous slide into chaos. Horrified by the violence on both sides and the nationalist movements tearing apart the empire, Stifter began to long for peace and order at all costs. Ultimately the Hapsburgs’ absolutist monarchy emerged victorious but made a few concessions such as ending serfdom and instituting bureaucratic and educational reforms. 

			Seeing an opportunity to put his reformist pedagogy into action—and earn a desperately needed steady income—Stifter sought a position in the educational ministry. In 1850 he was appointed inspector of schools for Upper Austria. Drawing on his own experience to address the difficulties of hardscrabble rural communities, he pushed to move away from rote learning and toward a more individualized focus on children’s needs and aptitudes. He embraced the new task at first, but found that it left little time or energy for writing—in the decade after 1848 he would produce just two significant works. Soon he felt crushed by the grind of travel and paperwork and frustrated as his reform proposals were regularly rejected. Meanwhile, a family tragedy was brewing: in 1851, Juliane, now eleven, ran away for two weeks. It is unclear whether Stifter ever developed a close relationship with her, as he rarely mentions her in his letters or papers. Meanwhile, Amalia’s relationship with Juliane was outright abusive; there is ample testimony that she treated the girl like a servant and even beat her. 

			Motley Stones reflects Stifter’s conflicted relationship toward children. It proclaims itself to be “an assortment of fancies for young hearts,” tales of unassuming goodness not “meant to preach virtue and morals, as the custom is, but rather to work solely by what they are.” Yet he gave Juliane a copy for her twelfth birthday with a moralizing dedication: 


			Receive here for the first time a book your father has written, for the first time read in print the words you have hitherto heard only from his lips, be good like the children in this book; keep it as a keepsake; if ever you should desire to deviate from the Good, let these pages plead with you not to do so.



			This reads as an admonishment of the rebellious Juliane, who, according to Stifter’s biographer Alois Hein, was described by family acquaintances as having “something Gypsy-like despite her golden hair and violet eyes, an innate flightiness and lack of restraint.” Yet a different note is conveyed by the story “Cat-Silver,” in Motley Stones. Its protagonist is a Gypsy-like “brown girl,” vibrant and keenly intelligent, whose inability to find a place in bourgeois society is described with profound sympathy. This story—the only one written specifically for the collection—reads as a veiled attempt to connect with Juliane, or at least to grapple with their relationship. The preachy birthday dedication, by contrast, rings false on many levels. The children in Motley Stones are not “good” in a Goody-Two-shoes sense—they are mainly good at surviving. They are constantly endangered by the recklessness, neglect, abuse, or clueless good intentions of the adults, most shockingly in the warped father-daughter relationship of “Tourmaline.” Far from “fancies for young hearts,” the tales in Motley Stones suggest an adult heart’s unarticulated self-recriminations.

			In other ways, too, Motley Stones suggests a reckoning with certain tensions of the preceding years. Not only was Stifter politically homeless, stranded between revolution and reaction, but he was becoming passé as a writer, especially among liberal intellectuals. In 1849, Friedrich Hebbel, a writer who grappled dramatically with social issues, had satirized the “new nature writers” such as Stifter who, according to him, rhapsodized about beetles and buttercups while ignoring the cosmos and the depths of the human heart. Stifter’s preface to Motley Stones was a direct rejoinder to Hebbel, an apologia for “small things,” for harmony and balance as an alternative to the strife of 1848. At the same time, the stories themselves belie Hebbel’s critique, riven by glimpses of peril and psychological extremis and illuminated by flashes of cosmic consciousness. 

			Needled by his reputation as a “miniaturist,” Stifter had long toyed with ideas for a sweeping, dramatic epic (on the life of Robespierre, for instance). At last, in 1857 he published the novel Indian Summer—nearly a thousand pages long but almost entirely devoid of drama, conflict, and, indeed, plot. Stifter had produced a bildungsroman, a novel of education, in a radically literal sense. The affluent young narrator, Heinrich, rambles across the country, engaging in scientific pursuits at whim. One day he seeks shelter from a thunderstorm in the country villa of Baron von Risach, a haven for the arts and sciences. Over the years, the kindly baron becomes Heinrich’s mentor, and through him Heinrich meets the woman he will marry. The narrative consists of descriptions of the characters’ intellectual pursuits, their philosophical conversations, and the serene spaces of Risach’s house and garden. Risach’s home is a utopian vision of Stifter’s humanist ideals and his “gentle law.” All is dreamlike harmony—Heinrich’s sentimental and scientific education unfolds smoothly; love is restrained tenderness, free from doubt or passion. Only the end reveals what is held at bay: romantic tragedy and political strife. We learn that Risach was forced out of government service by intrigues and lost the love of his life through misunderstandings, finding reconciliation only in old age. The idyll of Indian Summer is indeed too good to be true. It expresses the yearning for an unattainable tranquility, a phantasm captured only in words. Striving for a language of utter objectivity that would set his vision in marble, Stifter went to an extreme that alienated even his supporters. 

			His detractor Hebbel now excoriated the “ponderous Adalbert Stifter” as the epitome of a trend for an “obtuse realism” obsessed with trivial details—“evidently he took Adam and Eve as his presumptive readers, for only they could fail to be familiar with the things he describes with such rambling breadth.” Elsewhere he jeered: “[Stifter] has finally lost all sense of proportion. . . . All that is missing is the contemplation of the words one is using to describe things, and the description of the hand writing down that contemplation.” For him, Stifter epitomized the “crossing of a boundary”: “the overrated talent for the diminutive proceeds naturally from unravelling the form to fragmenting and crumbling the material.” 

			It is ironic, and telling, that the progressive Hebbel should fall back on conservative catchwords, speaking of boundaries and proportion and expressing a fear of disintegration. Provoked by Stifter’s peculiar poetics, Hebbel unwittingly touches on his subversiveness: the radical naivete, the Adamic perspective with which Stifter defamiliarized the mundane. Hebbel’s Escher-like image of a hand writing its own description likewise suggests how far Stifter was ahead of his time. Only in the twentieth century, with an ever-keener focus placed on language itself, would his literary experiments be appreciated.

			Stifter was deeply wounded by the widespread rejection of the opus he had intended as an expression of his ideals. And in March 1859, tragedy struck. Juliane disappeared again, leaving an enigmatic note: “I am going to join my mother in the great service.” Uncannily, her parting words echo those of the “brown girl” in “Cat-Silver.” In April, her corpse was found in the Danube. Her motives for ending her life remained unclear, but Stifter was haunted by a sense of guilt. Meanwhile, years of excess had taken their toll on his liver. After a breakdown in early 1864 and a severe diet that left him gaunt, he was pensioned off from his position in the school system. Increasingly, he withdrew into his work on another massive novel, Witiko. 

			Even longer than Indian Summer, Witiko appeared in three volumes between 1865 and 1867, telling the tale of the eponymous founder of a Bohemian dynasty that had fascinated Stifter since childhood. It was his bid to follow in the footsteps of the wildly popular Walter Scott—but rather than drama and grand passions, Witiko offered a static pageant of minutely described knights and fair maidens, castles and landscapes. Though action-packed compared with Indian Summer, Witiko negates its plot with a still more extreme strategy of narrative flattening and protraction. Meanwhile, the subtle psychology that flickers between the lines of Indian Summer is now snuffed out entirely. The characters in Witiko lack interiority and communicate in ritualized dialogues driven by austere rhythms. Stifter had purged language to a point of ultimate objectivity, reducing it to basic building blocks, exhaustive in painterly detail but scrupulously free of metaphor. 

			Cautious praise of the first volume—on the surface, at least, Stifter had finally produced a proper novel—gave way to incomprehension. Witiko remains one of the famously inaccessible peaks of German literature. However, over the decades it has found admirers as a bold experiment that synthesizes archaisms with strikingly modern language techniques.

			The ailing, embittered Stifter would spend his final years reworking Die Mappe meines Urgroßvaters (My Great-Grandfather’s Portfolio) and producing several shorter works that in different ways explored the outermost bounds of the speakable. These stories, “Der Kuss von Sentze” (The Kiss of Sentze) and “Der fromme Spruch” (The Pious Words) honed the minimalist language of Witiko, limning mental pathologies with a sense of the absurd that suggests his kinship with Kafka. His final work, the autobiographical essay “Aus dem Bairischen Walde” (From the Bavarian Forest) from 1867, describes an incident the year before when, fearing a cholera outbreak, he fled to a beloved vacation spot in the Bavarian Forest and became trapped by a blizzard. Gazing out his window at the whirling snow, Stifter experienced the grandeur of nature as an annihilating force, the utter negation of any “gentle law.” The “white darkness” described in “Rock Crystal” overcame the psyche of the man describing it. 

			Most poignant is the autobiographical fragment “Mein Leben” (My Life), which Stifter began in the fall of 1866 in Oberplan on a final visit to his family home. It begins: 


			The smallest grain of sand is a wonder we are unable to fathom. . . . And then there are the planets that float like our Earth as other earths in the vastness of space that is first revealed to us through them. Then there are the fixed stars farther beyond them.



			Only then does Stifter zoom in on himself, a tiny speck in this cosmos:


			The phenomena of my life, which was simple, like a blade of grass growing, have often filled me with wonderment. 



			Sitting in the parlor of his childhood home, he gropes his way back to his earliest impressions, a time before language: 


			Far back in the empty void is a thing like delight and bliss that reached in and seized almost obliterated my being and that nothing in my future life would compare to. The traits noted are these: It was splendor, it was commotion, it was below. . . . Then there was something wretched, intolerable, then something sweet, assuaging. I recall strivings that achieved nothing, and the cessation of something awful and annihilating. 



			Later, the intimations of destructiveness take concrete form:


			Once again I found myself amid the awful, annihilating thing I spoke of above. There was crashing, chaos, pain in my hand and blood on it, my mother bound my wound, and then there was an image that I see before me now as clearly as though painted on porcelain in the purest of colors. I was standing in the garden, which first enters my imagination then, my mother was there, then the other grandmother, whose form also came into my memory for the first time at that moment, I felt the relief that followed each time the awful and annihilating thing left, and I said, “Mother, there’s a blade of wheat growing.”

			My grandmother replied, “We don’t talk to boys who break windows.” I didn’t understand the connection, but the extraordinary thing that had just left me came back at once; indeed my mother said not a word, and I recall something great and terrible weighing on my soul, which may be why that event still lives on within me. I see the tall slender stalk of wheat as clearly as though it were standing by my desk; I see the figures of my mother and grandmother, pottering about in the garden; I see the plants of the garden as a mere indistinct green luster, but the sunshine that surrounded us is present quite clearly.

			After that incident there is darkness once again.



			This vignette encapsulates the light and darkness of Stifter’s life: the self-inflicted pain, the child’s vulnerability, the adults’ emotional cruelty, the “small thing,” the stalk of grass, that offers something to cling to. 

			Increasingly weakened by cirrhosis of the liver, in the winter of 1867, Stifter caught a flu that sapped his remaining strength. On the night of January 25, 1868, when Amalia stepped away from his bedside for a moment, he cut his throat with a razor. He lived on in a coma for two days, dying on January 28. The circumstances of his death remain controversial to this day: accident, act of delirium, or suicide attempt? In its very ambiguity, his final act echoes that long-ago childhood trauma. Did little Adalbert shatter the window by accident or on purpose? Did he mean to harm himself? One way or the other, he was forced to bear the blame. 

			Stifter’s death was officially put down to his liver trouble; rumors of suicide were suppressed. He was canonized in the image of the conservative miniaturist that had sat so uneasily with him. The dark, challenging, and innovative sides of his work were glossed over. The novella “Rock Crystal” was touted as a Christmas classic—despite its descriptions of an icy void that overshadows the tale’s religious symbolism. For new generations of writers, veering between realism and radical experiment to find a language for modernity, Stifter was irrelevant or anathema. But the twentieth century brought more admirers of his writing: Thomas Mann, Franz Kafka, Karl Kraus, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, Hannah Arendt, Walter Benjamin, Hermann Hesse, Peter Handke, W. G. Sebald.

			And in the twenty-first century, his work resonates in unexpected ways with the disruptions of our times and the search for new ways to narrate them. In his incisive 2016 book-length essay The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable, Amitav Ghosh argues that modern Western thought, which posits that the world is predictable and subject to rational ordering, has been unable to grasp the radical instability of our environment in the Anthropocene. He traces this failure of imagination back to the nineteenth-century tradition of “realist” literature: “Probability and the modern novel are in fact twins . . . vessels for the containment of the same kind of experience. Before the birth of the modern novel, wherever stories were told, fiction delighted in the unheard-of and the unlikely.”

			Ghosh suggests that traditional narratives such as folk epics condense vast spans of experience, operating with a scale that can accommodate rare and catastrophic events. For instance, knowledge about hurricanes or tsunamis that recur at long intervals is passed down in the form of myths. But then (here he cites Franco Moretti) “the novel takes its modern form, through ‘the relocation of the unheard-of toward the background . . . while the everyday moves into the foreground.’” This construction fails, however, in times of climate change, when the unheard-of intrudes with increasing regularity. Our “realism” takes as its yardstick a cozy daily life that is actually a historical anomaly, while refusing to face the “abnormal” developments that, ironically, our consumerist comforts make increasingly probable.

			A friction-filled but illuminating dialogue emerges between Ghosh’s arguments and Stifter’s form of “realism.” At first, Ghosh’s insights seem to back up the criticisms raised against Stifter. The small routines of daily life are, after all, an obsessive, almost ritual presence in Stifter’s work. But another more recent writer can be brought into the fray in Stifter’s defense: Ursula K. Le Guin and The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction. Her witty Paleolithic parable contrasts the violent adventure tales of the (male) hunters with the explorative, nonlinear narratives of the (female) gatherers. Unlike Ghosh, she argues for modern fiction as a form that lends itself to subversion:


			The novel is a fundamentally unheroic kind of story. Of course the Hero has frequently taken it over. . . . So the Hero has decreed . . . first, that the proper shape of the narrative is that of the arrow or spear, starting here and going straight there and THOK! hitting its mark (which drops dead); second, that the central concern of narrative, including the novel, is conflict; and third, that the story isn’t any good if he isn’t in it.

			I differ with all of this. I would go so far as to say that the natural, proper, fitting shape of the novel might be that of a sack, a bag. . . . A novel is a medicine bundle, holding things in a particular, powerful relation to one another and to us.



			A narrative, she writes, might be “a leaf a gourd shell a net a bag a sling a sack a bottle a pot a box a container.”

			Le Guin’s evocation of thingness uncannily echoes Stifter’s distinctive attitude toward commas—and a key aspect of his sensibility. Squeamish about weaponry, his narratives foreground the modest tools of household chores, women’s and men’s daily work. That, for him, is the heart of the matter, not merely the background against which the Hero performs the Action (to borrow Le Guin’s ironic capitalization). Indeed, in Stifter’s “Tourmaline,” “great men” and their deeds are literally reduced to the status of wallpaper, while most of the Action happens offstage. 

			“It is always in people’s ordinary everyday infinitely recurring actions that [the gentle] law most surely forms the fulcrum, for these actions are the lasting the underlying ones, like the millions of fibrils of the tree of life,” Stifter writes. At the same time, Stifter embeds these actions within vast cycles of destruction and renewal, hinting at the deep-time perspective that Ghosh sees as an antidote to modern shortsightedness. By detailing the efforts needed to maintain everyday life through centuries of hardship and turmoil, Stifter underscores its precariousness. 

			 Four of the six novellas in Motley Stones revolve around the very catastrophes he belittles in his preface: plagues, storms, floods, fires, unprecedented blizzards, and hailstorms. His characters face a natural world whose signs constantly elude interpretation. The blizzard in “Rock Crystal,” the hailstorm in “Cat-Silver” that shatters all that is solid—these phenomena defy traditional weather lore. Yet the scrupulously described catastrophes never seem like literary contrivances. They are not symbolic tempests, projections of the protagonists’ inner dramas. The storms themselves are the dramas. However anomalous, they seem to follow a greater logic that would be revealed from the right point of view. Devastating storms can be imagined as mere ripples of the electric force that is “gently and ceaselessly altering shaping and life-giving.” 

			At the same time such a stratospheric “gentleness” shades unnervingly into indifference, indeed implacability. Sebald writes that Stifter takes the Romantic era’s evocations of “indifferent, destructive force[s]” to the point of an unprecedented “radical indifferentism.” Behind Stifter’s facade of faith, he sees a “profound agnosticism and a pessimism that stretches to cosmic dimensions.” 

			Stifter, a profoundly insecure man, set out to seek firm ground—but wherever he looked, his gaze undermined it. In startling fashion, he anticipated the “derangement” described by Ghosh. His language seems at first to flow like a calm river; up close, it is a tide of ice grinding its way onward, fissured by powerful strains. As Sebald and other modern commentators note, Stifter did not grapple openly with the disturbing implications of his work. But they are all the more powerful for being conveyed as though unconsciously, without explanation or resolution. His peculiar gift calls to mind an image from his preface: a magnetic needle blindly recording invisible storms. 

			A Note on the Translation

			I have aimed to convey both the transparency and the strangeness of Stifter’s language. One of his most striking idiosyncrasies is his usage of commas: in places they are unexpectedly omitted to create subtle rhythmic effects, convey shifts of tone in spoken dialogue, or allow the items in a list to merge in one unbroken flow; elsewhere, they are used liberally to create different rhythms. Another is his use of repetition. For instance, Stifter exhaustively describes his characters’ paths through the landscape—often the same path taken over and over like a theme with subtle or sometimes dramatic variations. In these passages, the verbs gehen (to walk or go) and sehen (to see or look) are repeated to mantra-like effect. 

			When translating from German into English, there is always a temptation to seek solutions in the thesaurus. English has a richer vocabulary, while German offers more modular freedom to form new words and juggle their order. German’s flexible sentence structure means that semantic repetitions can be enlivened by varied syntax. In Stifter’s writing, the structure and propulsion often stems from these repetitions, or from the contrast between austere diction and jarring or piercingly lyrical turns of phrase. I have made every effort to convey repetition without monotony and retain Stifter’s inimitable interplay of delicacy and bluntness.


  MOTLEY STONES


			PREFACE


			It was once said against me that I fashion only small things, and that my people are always ordinary people. If that is true, I am now in the position of offering readers something smaller and more insignificant still, namely an assortment of fancies for young hearts. Nor are they even meant to preach virtue and morals, as the custom is, but rather to work solely by what they are. If there is anything noble and good in me, it will exist in my writings on its own; but if it is not in my nature, I will strive in vain to depict the sublime and the beautiful, for baseness and ignobility will always show through. Fashioning great or small things was never the aim of my writings; I was guided by other laws entirely. Art is so high and exalted for me; for me, as I have said elsewhere, it is the highest thing on earth after religion, and so I have never regarded my writings as poetical, nor shall I presume to regard them so. The world has but a very few poets, who are the high priests, the benefactors of humanity; but it has a great many false prophets. Yet if not all spoken words can be poetry, they may be something else whose existence is not utterly unjustified. To give kindred spirits an hour of pleasure, to send forth greetings to all of them known or unknown, and add a grain of good to the edifice of the eternal, that was my writings’ aim, and that it shall remain. I would be very glad to know for certain that I had achieved even this aim alone. But so long as we are speaking of great and small things, I shall put forth my views, which are likely to differ from those of many people. The wafting of the air the trickling of the water the growing of the grain the surging of the sea the budding of the earth the shining of the sky the glimmering of the stars is what I deem great; the thunderstorm that looms in splendor, the lightning that cleaves houses, the storm that drives the breakers, the fire-spewing mountain, the earthquake that buries whole lands, these I do not deem greater than those first phenomena, indeed I deem them smaller, for they are the mere effects of much higher laws. They occur in isolation, and are the results of one-sided causes. The force that makes the milk in the poor woman’s pot swell and boil over is the same that thrusts the lava upward in the fire-spewing mountain and makes it flow down the mountain slopes. These phenomena are merely more striking, more apt to draw the gaze of the ignorant and inattentive, while the scientist’s mind tends chiefly toward what is whole and universal, and can find grandeur in it alone, for it alone is what sustains the world. The particulars pass, and a short time later their effects are barely seen. We shall illustrate our words with an example. Suppose a man spent years observing the magnetic needle whose one end always points North, recording in a book at fixed times each day the shifts as the needle points now plainly now less plainly northward; an uninformed person would surely regard this endeavor as a small thing and a mere game; but what awe is inspired by this small thing, and what enthusiasm by this game, when we learn that these observations are in fact made across the earth’s entire surface, and the charts compiled from them show that certain small shifts in the magnetic needle often occur simultaneously and to the same degree in all parts of the world; that, then, a magnetic storm is passing over all the earth, that all the earth’s surface at once is sensing a sort of magnetic shiver. If, just as we have eyes for light, we had a sense organ for electricity and the magnetism arising from it, what a great world what a wealth of immeasurable phenomena would open up before us. But though we lack this physical eye, we possess the mental eye of science, and it teaches us that the electric and magnetic force acts upon a vast stage, that it is diffused across all the earth and throughout all the sky, that its flow engulfs everything, and that it manifests itself by gently and ceaselessly altering shaping and life-giving. Lightning is but a small feature of this force; the force itself is a great thing in Nature. But since science grasps only grain upon grain, makes only observation upon observation, amasses the universal only from particulars, and finally since the multitude of phenomena and the field of facts is infinitely great, so that God has made the joy and felicity of inquiry inexhaustible, and we in our workshops can represent only the particular and never the universal, for that would be Creation—thus the history of what is great in Nature consists in a perpetual metamorphosis of views about this greatness. When human beings were in their childhood, their mind’s eye as yet untouched by science, they were enthralled by what was close at hand and striking, and were compelled to fear and admiration: but when their minds were opened, when their eyes turned toward the greater context, the particular phenomena fell away, and law rose higher and higher, the marvels ceased, and wonder increased.

			As is outward Nature, so too is inward nature, the nature of the human race. A whole life filled with righteousness simplicity self-mastery rationality efficacy within one’s sphere admiration of beauty joined with a cheerful serene death is what I deem great: powerful stirrings of passion wrath’s rumbling emergence the thirst for vengeance the inflamed spirit striving for action, tearing down, altering, destroying, and in this excitation often casting away its own life, these things I deem smaller, not greater, for they are but the product of isolated and one-sided forces, like storms fire-spewing mountains earthquakes. We seek to glimpse the gentle law that guides the human race. There are forces whose aim is the endurance of the individual. They take and use all that is necessary for that individual to stand and evolve. They ensure the endurance of the one, and thus of all. But when someone is bent on seizing everything his nature needs, when he destroys the conditions for another’s existence, it angers some higher thing within us, we help the weak and the oppressed, we restore the balance so that he may stand as one human being beside the other, and walk his human path, and when we have done this, we feel gratified, we feel far more exalted and inwardly moved than we feel as individuals, we feel ourselves as the whole of humanity. And so there exist forces working toward the endurance of all humanity that must not be curtailed by individual forces, but, on the contrary, work to curtail them. The law of these forces is the law of justice the law of morals, the law decreeing that each should stand respected honored unmolested beside the others, that he may walk his higher human path, and gain the love and admiration of his fellows, that he be cherished as a gem, as each person is a gem for all other people. This law is found wherever people live alongside others, and is shown whenever people act upon others. It lies in the love of husband and wife the love of parents for their children of children for their parents in the mutual love of siblings of friends in the sweet affinity of the sexes in the industry that sustains us, in the works we perform for our own sphere for distant spheres for humanity, and at last in the order and form with which whole societies and states compass and complete their existence. For that reason poets old and new have drawn on these subjects to commend their works to the sympathy of peoples near and far. For that reason the student of humankind, wherever he sets foot, sees this law alone, for it is the only universal the only sustaining and never-ending one. He sees it in the lowest hut as well as in the highest palace, he sees it in a poor woman’s devotion and in the hero’s calm defiance of death for his fatherland and humanity. Certain movements within the human race have imbued souls with a direction toward a goal, ultimately lending a different shape to entire spans of time. When the law of justice and morals is seen in these movements, when it has ushered them in and carried them onward, we as all humanity feel elevated, we feel humanly universalized, we sense the sublime that penetrates the soul wherever immeasurably great forces work together in time or space upon a distinct rational whole. But when the law of right and morals is not apparent in these movements, when they struggle toward one-sided and selfish goals, the student of humankind turns away in disgust, however tremendous and terrible they may be, and regards them as a small thing as a thing unworthy of humanity. So powerful is this law of right and morals that wherever and whenever it has been opposed, in the end it has emerged from the battle triumphant and glorious. Indeed, even when individuals or entire peoples have perished for the cause of right and morals, we do not feel that they are vanquished, we feel they are triumphant, our pity is mingled with exultation and rapture, for the whole is higher than the part, goodness is greater than death; we say then that we feel the sense of the Tragic, and are lifted with shivers of awe into the moral law’s purer ether. When we see mankind move through history like a serene silver river toward a great eternal goal, we sense the Sublime and particularly the Epic. But however powerfully the Tragic and the Epic may work, however broad their strokes, however superb they are as artistic devices, it is always in people’s ordinary everyday infinitely recurring actions that this law most surely forms the fulcrum, for these actions are the lasting the underlying ones, like the millions of fibrils of the tree of life. Just as in Nature the universal laws work, quiet and ceaseless, and striking phenomena are merely isolated expressions of these laws, so too does the law of morals work, quiet and soul-quickening, through the unending dealings of people with people, and the momentary wonders of deeds performed are merely small signs of this universal force. Thus, just as the law of Nature sustains the world, this law sustains humanity.

			Just as in natural history views of what is great have constantly changed, so too has it been in people’s moral history. First they were moved by the most obvious things, physical strength and wrestling victories were praised, then courage and military valor aimed to express and act out violent emotions and passions toward hostile bands and alliances, then the sovereignty of the tribe and the authority of the family were extolled, and meanwhile beauty and love, like friendship and sacrifice, were celebrated too; but then a vista opened up to something greater: order was imposed on entire spheres of humanity and human relations, the right of the whole joined with that of the part, and magnanimity toward foes and the suppression of one’s emotions and passions for the sake of justice was exalted and glorified, as even the ancients held moderation to be the prime manly virtue; and at last a bond embracing the peoples was conceived as a thing to be desired, a bond that gives one people’s gifts in exchange for the other’s, that advances science, sets forth its treasures for all humanity, and in art and religion leads to simplicity in what is exalted and divine.

			As it is with humanity’s ascent, so it is with its decline. Declining peoples first lose their sense of moderation. They strive for isolated particulars, they fling themselves shortsightedly on narrow and trifling things, they raise the conditional above the universal; then they pursue pleasure and sensuality, they seek to gratify their hatred and envy of their neighbor, their art depicts what is one-sided what is valid from one perspective only, then what is disjointed dissonant bizarre, eventually what excites and tantalizes the senses, and at last immorality and vice; in religion what is innermost degenerates to mere form or to opulent effusions, the distinction between good and evil fades, the individual scorns the whole, pursuing his pleasure and his ruin, and so this people falls victim to its inner disarray or to an external foe more savage but stronger. ——

			Having in this preface taken my views of great and small things thus far, let me say too that I have sought to glean certain experiences from the history of humankind, and have worked aspects of these experiences into poetic efforts; but these very views and the events of recent years have taught me to mistrust my powers, and so these attempts shall rest until they can be better executed or else destroyed as futile.

			But those who have followed me through this preface, by no means suitable for young listeners, may, I hope, deign to enjoy what more modest efforts have produced, and pass on with me to the innocent things that follow.

			—Adalbert Stifter
Autumn 1852


			INTRODUCTION


			As a boy I took home twigs plants and flowers that caught my fancy, and other things too that pleased me almost better still because they did not lose their color and vitality as quickly as the plants did, namely all kinds of stones and things of the earth. On fields on marges on heaths and pastures and even on meadows where nothing grows but high grass these things lie about in profusion. As I was allowed to roam far and wide, I inevitably discovered the places to find these things, and took home what I found.

			On the road from Oberplan to Hossenreuth there is a wide stretch of turf that reaches into the fields, enclosed by a wall of unmortared stones. In these stones little flakes glitter like silver and diamonds, and can be pried out with a knife or an awl. We children called these flakes cat-silver, and took great pleasure in them.

			There is a stone on Altrichter’s Hill so fine and soft that you can cut it with a knife. The local people call it soapstone. Out of that stone I made bars cubes rings and signets, and then a man who made clocks barometers and ancestral charts, and also varnished pictures, showed me how to paint the stone with a fine layer of varnish to make the prettiest blue green and reddish lines come to light.

			When I had time, I laid out my treasures in a row to contemplate and delight in them. And there was no end of wonderment when a stone had so enigmatic a gleam and shine and twinkling gaze that it was impossible to fathom where it came from. Of course now and then they included a piece of glass I had found in the fields, shimmering in all the colors of the rainbow. When I was told that it was just broken glass, and weathered at that, which was how it had picked up those shimmering colors, I thought: My, that might be just a piece of glass, but it has the prettiest colors, and it’s a marvel how it managed to take on those colors in the cool damp earth, and I left it there among the stones.

			I have never yet lost the spirit of collecting. To this very day I literally carry home stones in my satchel to draw them or paint them, and make further use of their images, and not only that, here I am starting a collection of diverse odds and ends and fancies for young people, for them to take pleasure in, arrange to their liking and contemplate. True, for this collection my young friends must be much older than I was when I brought home my odd stones of the field to admire. There is no chance that the collection will contain a gem, no more than there is any danger that I might have had an uncut diamond or ruby among my stones, thus having been immeasurably rich without knowing it. But should these things include some bits of broken glass, I beg my friends to think as I thought of my glass back then: But it has all kinds of colors, and so let it stay here with the stones.

			Could one dedicate a collection to someone who has died, I would dedicate this to my deceased young friend Gustav. I met him by chance and came to love him, and he trusted me like a father. He enjoyed fancies, and like a girl took pleasure in the occasional sweetmeat, and always got them when he ate at my table. In his brighter home let him think now and then of his older friend who is in this world still, and wishes to linger there a while longer.

			As more stones exist than can be counted, I cannot say in advance how long this collection shall be.

			—The Author
Autumn 1852


			GRANITE


			Outside the house where I and my fathers were born right next to the entrance lies a great eight-cornered stone shaped like a much-elongated block. Its sides are rough-hewn, but its top surface, so often sat upon, is as fine and smooth as though coated by the most artful of glazes. The stone is very old, and no one has heard tell of the time when it was laid there. Our house’s most ancient graybeards sat on that stone, as did those who perished in tender youth and now slumber in the churchyard alongside all the others. The hollows trodden in the sandstone slabs serving as the stone’s base also show its age, as do the deep holes worn by falling drops where the slabs project under the gutter.

			One of the most recent members of our house to sit upon that stone was I, in my boyhood. I liked to sit on the stone because, at least back then, it afforded a sweeping view. Now that view is somewhat obstructed by buildings. I liked to sit there in the first days of spring, when the sun’s balmier rays brought forth the first warmth along the house wall. I looked out upon the fields, plowed but not yet sown, sometimes I saw a glass shard glimmer and gleam like a white fiery spark, or I saw a vulture fly past, or I gazed at the far bluish forest that stretches its jagged edge along the sky where the thunderstorms and cloudbursts come down, so high up that I thought you could seize the sky by climbing its tallest tree. Other times I gazed out at the road that runs close to the house, now watching a harvest wagon now a herd now a peddler pass by.

			In the summer evenings my grandfather liked to sit on the stone too, smoking his pipe, and sometimes, when I had long since gone to sleep, or in my commencing slumber took in only the fragments of sounds, young lads and girls sat there as well on the stone or on the wooden bench beside it or on the stack of planks, and sang out sweet songs into the gloomy night.

			One of the things I saw often from that stone was a man of a most peculiar sort. From time to time he would come up Hossenreuth Road pushing a gleaming black wheelbarrow. On that wheelbarrow he had a gleaming black cask. His clothes had not been black at first, but with time they had grown quite dark, and gleamed as well. When the sun shone down on him, he looked as though he had been greased with oil. He wore a wide-brimmed hat under which his long hair spilled down his neck. He had a brown face and kindly eyes, and his hair had already turned a yellowish-white hue, as it tends to in people of low station who have to work hard for a living. Approaching the houses, he would cry out words I did not understand. Following this cry our neighbors would emerge from their homes with vessels in their hands, usually black wooden pots, and come out onto our lane. Meanwhile the man had drawn near, pushing his wheelbarrow up to our lane. There he stopped, turned the tap on the spigot of his cask, and let a brown viscous liquid flow into the vessels the people held under it, a liquid I clearly recognized as wagon grease, for which they paid him a number of kreuzer or groschen. When it was all over, and the neighbors had departed with their purchases, he closed the cask up again, carefully scraping back whatever had oozed out, and went on his way. I must have been there almost every time this took place, for if I happened not to be out on the lane when the man came, I heard his cry just as well as the neighbors did, and was sure to be on the spot sooner than any of them.

			One day, when the spring sun shone cheerfully, making everyone jovial and roguish, I saw him coming up Hossenreuth Road again. Approaching the houses he cried out his usual chant, the neighbors came up, he gave them what they needed, and they went away. After that was done, he tidied up his cask just as he always did. To scrape back what had collected on the spigot or, when the tap was opened, on the lower barrel staves, he had a long flat narrow short-handled spoon. With this spoon he skillfully removed every residue of liquid hiding in joints or corners and scraped it back in on the bunghole’s sharp rim. I sat on the stone while he did this, and watched him. By chance my feet were bare, as they often were, and I was wearing hose that had grown too short. Suddenly he looked over at me from his work and said, “Would you like to have your feet greased?”

			Having always regarded the man as a great curiosity, I felt honored by his familiar manner, and held out both my feet. He dipped his spoon into the hole and went to work, laying one slow stroke on each of my feet. The liquid spread beautifully on the skin, extraordinarily clear and golden brown, and sent up its pleasant resinous fragrance. Following its nature, it gradually spread down my feet and around their curves. Meanwhile the man went on with his business, smiling over at me a few times, then slipped his spoon into a sheath next to the cask, pounded the bung back into the bunghole, slung the wheelbarrow’s carrying straps around his back, picked it up and pushed it onward. Now that I was alone, with a feeling that was half pleasant, but still not entirely reassuring, I decided to go and show my mother. Carefully holding up my hose, I went into the parlor. It was Saturday, and every Saturday the parlor had to be mopped and scoured spick and span, which had been done that morning, just as the wagon-grease man liked to come to town on Saturdays to stay on till Sunday and go to church. The grain of the wooden floor, well scrubbed and then dried, thirstily drank up the wagon grease from my feet, so that each step I took left a bold print on the floor. My mother was sitting at the table by the front window, sewing. As she saw me coming, marching forward, she leapt to her feet. For a moment she hovered there, either struck by admiration, or looking about for an instrument to greet me with. At last she cried, “What has this unholy son of my flesh gotten up to this time?”

			And to keep me from going any farther forward, she ran toward me, picked me up, and, heedless of my fright and her apron, carried me out into the hallway. There she set me down, went to the attic stairs—under which, this being the only place it was allowed, we had to leave all the switches and branches we brought home, of which I had amassed a large collection in the past few days—took out whatever she could lay hands on and lashed my feet long and hard until the leaves of the switches, my hose, her apron, the flagstones and all the surroundings were covered with pitch. Then she let me go, and went back into the parlor.

			Though from the outset I had not been quite easy in my mind about the whole affair, this appalling turn things had taken, and this rift between me and my dearest relation in the world, now virtually obliterated me. In a corner of the hallway there stands a big stone block on which the yarn used for household weaving is pounded with a wooden mallet. I stumbled toward this stone and sank down upon it. I could not even weep, my heart was cramped, and my throat seemed laced shut. Inside I heard my mother and the maid discussing what to do, and I feared that if the pitch stains could not be removed, they would come back out and punish me some more.

			At that moment my grandfather walked in through the back door which leads to the well and the garden, and came toward me. He had always been the kindhearted one, and whatever misfortune descended on us children he would never ask who was to blame, he simply helped. Having come to the place where I sat, he stopped and looked at me. Grasping the state I was in, he asked what had happened, and how I had come to this pass. I wanted to unburden myself, but even now I could tell him nothing, for at the sight of his kind, benevolent eyes all the tears that had failed to come before emerged now with a vengeance, and ran down in streams, so that for weeping and sobbing I could only utter broken and garbled sounds, and lift up my little feet on which the ugly red of punishment was showing through the pitch.

			But he smiled and said, “Now, now, come to me, come along.”

			As he spoke he took me by the hand, gently tugged me down from the stone, and led me, so stricken that I could barely follow him, down the length of the hallway and out into the yard. A broad flagstone porch runs about the yard along the buildings. On the porch various footstools and the like are usually standing under the eaves so that the maids can sit safe from the weather while hackling flax or doing similar chores. He led me to one of those footstools and said, “Sit there, and wait a bit, I’ll be back in a moment.”

			With these words he went inside, and once I had waited a while, he came back out again carrying a great, green-glazed bowl, a pot of water, soap and cloths. He set these things down on the flagstones next to me, pulled off my hose as I sat there on the footstool, tossed them aside, filled the bowl with warm water, lowered my feet in, and washed them with soap and water until a great white and brown mound of foam rose up from the bowl, the wagon grease, being still fresh, was washed away completely, and not a trace of pitch could be seen on my skin. Then he dried my feet with the cloths and asked, “Is it better now?”

			I nearly laughed through my tears; weight after weight had been lifted from my mind as he washed, and while already my weeping had abated, now just a few stray tears seeped from my eyes. Now he brought another pair of hose and put them on me. Then he took the dry ends of the cloths, wiped my tearstained face, and said, “Now go across the yard and through the big entrance gate and out onto the lane, and make sure no one sees you and no one gets their hands on you. Wait for me on the lane, I’ll bring you new clothes, and change clothes myself. I’m going to Melm today; you can come along and tell me how this misfortune came about, and how you got into that wagon grease. We’ll leave your things there, someone is sure to put them away.”

			With these words he nudged me toward the yard and went back into the house. I tiptoed across the yard and hurried out the entrance gate. Out on the lane I walked a long way from the big stone and the front door, to be safe, and stopped at a place where I could see into the front door from a distance. Where I had been birched, I saw two maids at work, kneeling on the floor and moving their hands back and forth across it. They were probably trying to remove the pitch stains left by my birching. The house martin flew shrieking in and out the door because of the constant commotion beneath its nest today, first my birching and now the busy maids. At the farthest end of our lane, a long way from the front door, where the little hill on which our house stands begins to slope toward the passing road, there lay several logs intended for a building or some work of that kind. I sat down on them, and waited.

			At last my grandfather emerged. He had his wide-brimmed hat on his head, he had on the long coat he liked to wear on Sundays, and in one hand he carried his walking stick. In the other he had my blue-striped jacket, white socks, black laced boots and my gray felt hat. He helped me into these things and said, “So, off we go now.”

			We walked down the narrow footpath through the greenery of our hill to the road and continued along it, first between our neighbors’ houses, which stood in the spring sun, with people greeting us from them, and then out into the open. Before us stretched a wide field with beautiful green grass, and bright kind sunshine flooded all the things of the world. We walked down a white path through the greensward. My pain and my anguish had already nearly vanished, I knew things were bound to turn out well, now that my grandfather had taken the matter into his hands as my protector; the open air and the shining sun had a calming effect, I enjoyed the feel of the jacket on my shoulders and the boots on my feet, and the air ran gently through my hair.

			After we had walked for a while through the meadow, the way we usually walked when he took me along, meaning that he curbed his long strides, but took them all the same, so that at times I had to scurry along beside him, my grandfather said, “Now tell me how you came to get into so much wagon grease that your hose were covered with pitch, and not only that, your feet were covered too, there’s a patch of pitch in the hallway, and pitch-stained switches lying about, and throughout the house wherever you go you see patches of wagon grease. I told your mother you’re coming with me, you don’t need to worry now, you won’t be punished any more.”

			Now I told him how I had been sitting on the stone, how the wagon-grease man had come by, how he’d asked me if I wanted my feet greased, how I’d held them out to him, how he’d laid a stroke on each of them, how I’d gone into the parlor to show my mother, how she’d jumped up, how she’d grabbed me, carried me into the hallway and birched me with my own switches, and how after that I’d been left sitting on the stone.

			“You’re a fine little fool,” my grandfather said, “and old Andreas is an awful rascal, he’s always played those kinds of tricks, and now he’ll be laughing to himself in secret for coming up with the idea. That it happened this way helps your case a great deal. But you see, even old Andreas, however dim a view we might take of his actions, is not as guilty as we others think; for how should old Andreas know that wagon grease seems such a frightful thing for people and that it can make such a mess in the house? For him it’s a ware that he’s constantly handling, that he lives from, that he loves, and that he gets a fresh supply of whenever it runs out on him. And how should he know about scoured floors when he’s on the road with his cask rain or shine year after year, when he sleeps in barns at night or on the Sabbath, and has hay or straw sticking to his clothes. But your mother is right as well; she had to think that you’d rashly smeared your feet with all that wagon grease yourself, and that you’d gone into the parlor so as to dirty the beautiful floor. Just give her time, she’ll come around, she’ll understand everything, and all will be well. When we get up to that hill there, where we’ll have a view all around, I’ll tell you a story about pitch-men like old Andreas, a story that took place long before you were born, and before I was born, and that will show you the marvelous fates that people can have on God’s earth. And when you’re strong enough, and can walk, next week I’ll let you come along to Spitzenberg and the Stag Mountains, and along the way in the spruce glen you’ll see a distillery where they make the wagon grease, where old Andreas always gets his supplies, where the pitch that greased your feet today came from.”

			“Yes, Grandfather,” I said, “I’ll be quite strong.”

			“That will be fine, then,” he replied, “and you can come along.”

			With these words we had come to a wall of unmortared stones, beyond it a green meadow with its white footpath. Grandfather climbed up over the stepping-stone, pulling his stick and coat over after him, and, as I was too small, helped me across; and we walked onward along the neat clean path. About midway across the meadow he stopped, and pointed to the ground, where a clear stream welled up beneath a flat stone, and trickled onward through the meadow.

			“That’s the Behring Springlet,” he said, “which has the best water in these parts, excepting the wonder-working water from the roofed-over spring on Spring Mountain, near the Chapel of Mercy by the Good Water. People fetch their drinking water from this springlet here, field hands come a long way to drink from it, and sick men from distant parts have sent people with jugs to bring them water. Mark this springlet well.”

			“Yes, Grandfather,” I said.

			After these words we walked onward. We walked down the footpath through the meadow, we walked up a path between fields, and came to a hollow covered with short dense near-gray grass, where spruce trees stood at various intervals in all directions.

			“What we’re walking on now,” my grandfather said, “is the Drybeaks, a funny name, either it comes from the arid barren ground, or from the weedy little plant that covers the ground by the thousands, whose blossom has a white beak with a little yellow tongue inside. Look, the mighty spruce trees belong to the people of Oberplan, allotted according to their tax status; their needles don’t grow in two rows, they grow in sheaths like tufts of green bristles, they have supple resinous wood, they have yellow pitch, they give sparse shade, and when a soft breeze comes, you hear the calm slow rustling of the needles.”

			As we walked on I was able to observe the truth of my grandfather’s words. I saw hosts of the little white-yellow flowers on the ground, I saw the grayish turf, I saw the pitch like drops of gold on the trunks, I saw the countless tufts of needles on countless branches sprouting as though from tiny dark boot shafts, and though there was barely a breeze to be felt, I heard the calm rustle in the needles.

			We walked on and on, and the path became quite steep.

			At a somewhat higher, more open spot, my grandfather stopped and said, “So, here we’ll wait a bit.”

			He turned around, and once we had caught our breath from the exertion of climbing, he raised his stick, pointed to a remote massive forest ridge in the direction we had come, and asked, “Can you tell me what that is?”

			“Yes, Grandfather,” I replied, “that’s the alp where a cattle herd grazes in the summer and is driven back down in the fall.”

			“And what is that in front of the alp?” came his next question.

			“That is the Hütten Forest,” I replied.

			“And to the right of the alp and the Hütten Forest?”

			“That’s Philippgeorg Mountain.”

			“And to the right of Philippgeorg Mountain?”

			“That’s the Lake Forest, where the dark deep lake waters are.”

			“And to the right of the Lake Forest?”

			“That’s the Plöckenstein and the Throne Forest.”

			“And to the right of that?”

			“That’s the Tusset Forest.”

			“And after that you cannot name them; but there are many more forest ridges with many names, stretching on for many miles across the lands. Once, the forests were ever vaster than they are today. When I was a boy they reached all the way to Spitzenberg and the Abbey Crofts, there were wolves in them still, and at night, at the right time of year, we could hear the stags bellowing even in our beds. Do you see the smoke column rising from the Hütten Forest?”

			“Yes, Grandfather, I see it.”

			“And farther back another one rising from the forest by the alp?”

			“Yes, Grandfather.”

			“And another from the glens of Philippgeorg Mountain?”

			“I see it, Grandfather.”

			“And far back in the basin of the Lake Forest, which you can hardly see at all, another one faint as a little blue cloud?”

			“I see it too, Grandfather.”

			“You see, those smoke columns all come from the people who make their living in the forest. First there are the woodcutters, who saw down the trees of the forest here and there, leaving nothing behind but stumps and brush. They light fires to cook their food on, and to burn the branches and brushwood they don’t need. Then there are the charcoal burners, who make a great kiln covered with earth and brushwood, and in it burn the billets to make the coals you often see them carting past our house in great sacks, off to distant parts that have no fuel to burn. Then there are the haymakers who dry hay on the little meadows or in the forest clearings or cut it from between the stones with their sickles. They also make fires to cook on, or so that their draft animals can lie down in the smoke to get relief from the flies. Then there are the gatherers who look for tree fungus, medicinal herbs, berries, and other things, and like to make a fire to refresh themselves. Finally there are the pitch burners, who build furnaces from the forest soil, or make clay vaults over pits, and alongside them build huts from forest trees to live in them and distill wagon grease in these furnaces and pits, or tar, turpentine and other spirits. Where you see a thin little thread of smoke rising, it might be a hunter, roasting his bit of meat, or having a rest. These people have no lasting place in the forest, for they go here and then there, according as their work is done, or they cease to find what they seek. So too the smoke columns have no lasting place, and today you see them here, and another time elsewhere.”

			“Yes, Grandfather.”

			“That is the life of the forests. But now let us look at what lies outside them. Can you tell me what those white buildings are that we see through the double-trunked spruce?”

			“Yes, Grandfather, those are the Pranghofer Crofts.”

			“And over to the left of the Pranghofer Crofts?”

			“Those are the houses of Vorderstift and Hinterstift.”

			“And farther to the left of that?”

			“That’s Glöckelberg.”

			“And farther toward us, by the water?”

			“That’s the hammer mill and David’s Croft.”

			“And all the houses quite near us, with the church rising in their midst, and behind them a mountain with another chapel on it?”

			“But Grandfather, that’s our own market town Oberplan, and the chapel on the mountain is the Chapel by the Good Water.”

			“And if it weren’t for the mountains and the ridges around us, you’d see many more houses and villages still: the Karl Crofts, Stuben, Blackbrook, Longbridge, Melm, Honnetschlag, and in the opposite direction Pichlern, Perneck, Salnau and several others. You’ll come to see how much life there is in those villages, how many people labor there day and night for their living, and enjoy the happiness granted us here below. I showed you the woods and the villages because that is where the story took place, the one I promised to tell you as we climb. But let us go on, so that we’ll soon get where we’re going; I’ll tell you the story as we walk.”

			My grandfather turned, and so did I, he planted the tip of his walking stick in the barren turfy ground, we walked on, and he told his story: “All these woods and all these villages were once the scene of a strange but true event, and a great misfortune descended upon them. My grandfather, your great-great-grandfather, who lived at that time, told us about it often. Once upon a time in the spring, when the trees had just come into leaf, when the petals had just fallen, a terrible sickness descended on this region, and broke out in all the villages you saw, and in those you couldn’t see because of the mountains rising in front of them, and even in the forests you showed me. Long before that it had been in distant lands, and carried off staggering numbers of people. Suddenly it came into our land. No one knows how it came—whether people brought it, or it came in the mild spring air, or the wind and the rain clouds carried it with them—no matter, it came, and spread through all the towns that lie about us. The white petals still lay on the road, and the dead were carried out over them; the spring leaves peeped into a chamber, and a sick man would be lying there, tended by one who was falling sick himself. The pestilence was called the plague, and in the space of five to six hours a person was both healthy and dead, and even those who recovered from the malady were never quite healthy and never quite sick, and could pursue their occupations no longer. Before that tales had been told in winter evenings of a sickness in other lands, of people perishing as though by divine judgment; but no one had believed it would come into our woods, for nothing foreign ever came, until it did come. First it broke out in Ratschlag, and all who caught it died at once. The news got around, the people took fright and ran about pell-mell. Some waited to see if it would spread, others fled, and met the sickness in the regions they turned to. In just a few days they were bringing the dead to the Oberplan churchyard to be buried, and soon from villages near and far and from the market town itself. Almost all day long the passing bell was heard, and the knell could no longer be rung for each death, but was rung instead for all in common. Soon they could not all be buried in the churchyard; instead great pits were dug in the open fields, and the dead were put in and covered up with earth. There were houses where no smoke rose, there were houses where the livestock bellowed because people had forgotten to feed them, and there were cattle that ran wild because there was no one to bring them from the pastures to the stalls. Children stopped loving their parents and parents stopped loving their children, people threw the dead into the pit and walked away, that was all. The red cherries ripened, but no one thought of them, and no one plucked them from the trees, the grain ripened, but it was not harvested in the usual neat orderly manner, indeed much would not have been harvested at all had not some man taken pity on a little boy or granny who was the only soul spared in the house, and helped them to bring it in. One Sunday when the priest of Oberplan mounted the pulpit to hold the sermon, there were seven people with him in the church; the others were dead, or sick or tending the sick, or confusion or obduracy kept them from coming. When the people saw this, they burst out in loud sobbing, and the priest could not give a sermon, but read a Low Mass instead, and they went their separate ways. When the sickness had reached its height, when people no longer knew whether to seek succor from heaven or on earth, a farmer from the Amisch house happened to walk from Melm to Oberplan. On the triple spruce sat a little bird, singing:


			Eat gentian and pimpinell’,

			Rise up and stave off the knell,

			Eat gentian and pimpinell’,

			Rise up and stave off the knell.



			“The farmer fled, he ran to the priest in Oberplan and told him these words, and the priest told them to the people. They did as the little bird had sung, and the sickness abated more and more, and before the oats had been harvested, and before the brown hazelnuts ripened on the bushes by the fences, it had gone. People ventured out again, smoke rose in the villages as the beds and other belongings of the sick were burned, for the sickness had been highly infectious; many houses were freshly whitewashed and scoured, and the church bells tolled peaceful chimes once more, calling to prayer or to feast days in the church.”

			At that very moment as though summoned by his words the great bell from the steeple in Oberplan pealed clear bright and pure with its deep distinct chimes, and the sounds rose up to us under the spruces.

			“See,” my grandfather said, “it’s already four o’clock, and the evening bell is chiming to end the day’s work; you see, child, that tongue is telling us, as though we could almost make out the words, how good and how happy and how peaceful everything is in this region again.”

			With these words we had turned, and gazed back at the church. It loomed up with its dark tiled roof and the dark steeple from which the chimes came, and the houses thronged around it like a gray flock of pigeons.

			“Evening has come,” said my grandfather, “and so we must say a short prayer.”

			He took his hat from his head, crossed himself, and prayed. I doffed my hat and prayed as well. Once we had finished, crossed ourselves, and covered our heads again, my grandfather said, “It’s a fine custom, on Saturday afternoons that bell gives the sign that the eve of the Lord’s Day has begun, and all that is strictly earthly must rest. On Saturday afternoons I do no serious work, at most I take a walk to a neighboring village. The custom comes from the heathens who used to live in these parts; all days were the same to them, and once they had converted to Christianity, they needed a sign that the Lord’s Day was approaching. At one time this sign was strictly observed; when the bell rang, people prayed, and ceased their hard work at home or in the fields. When she was a young girl, your grandmother would kneel down whenever the evening bell rang, and say a short prayer. Just as I go walking these days, though to different places, back then I’d walk to Glöckelberg on Saturday evenings, because your grandmother lived there, and at the sound of the village bell she’d often kneel by the garden fence in her red bodice and her snow-white skirt, and the flowers of the garden were just as white and red as her clothes.”

			“Grandfather, she always prays even now when the evening bell rings, in the chamber, by the blue shrine with the red flowers on it,” I said.

			“Yes, that she does,” he replied, “but the others don’t heed the sign, they work on in the fields, and work on in the house, just as our neighbor the weaver’s picking stick clatters away even on Saturday evenings, until night falls and the stars are in the sky.”

			“Yes, Grandfather.”

			“But here’s something you won’t know, that Oberplan has the loveliest chimes in all the region. The bells are tuned as the strings of a violin are tuned, so that they ring in harmony. That’s why no new ones could be made if a bell broke, or got a crack, and then the beauty of the chimes would be no more. Back when your uncle Simon was on the battlefield fighting the enemy, and took sick, I visited him, and he said, ‘Father, if only I could hear Oberplan’s bell ring once more!’ But he never heard it again, and he died.”

			At that moment the bell stopped ringing, and once more there was nothing but the sun’s kind light above the fields.

			“Come, let’s go on,” my grandfather said.

			We walked on upon the grayish turf between the tree trunks, from one trunk to the next. There was a well-worn path as well, but the turf was softer and more pleasant to walk on. Only, the soles of my boots had turned so smooth from the short grass that I could hardly take a step now, and slipped every which way as I walked. Noticing this, my grandfather said, “You shouldn’t drag your feet so; on this grass you need to plant each step so it holds, otherwise your soles get polished smooth, and you can’t find your footing. You see, everything has to be learned, even walking. But come and give me your hand, I’ll guide you so that you can get on without trouble.”

			He reached out his hand, I took it, and walked on supported and secured.

			After a while my grandfather pointed at a tree and said, “That is the triple spruce.”

			A great trunk rose up, bearing three slender trees that mingled their branches and twigs in the air. Many fallen needles lay at its feet.

			“I don’t know,” my grandfather said, “if the little bird sang the words, or if God put them in the man’s heart, but the triple spruce must not be cut down, nor may its trunk and its branches be harmed.”

			I took a good look at the tree, and then we walked on, and after some time we gradually emerged from the Drybeaks. The trunks grew thinner, they grew sparser, at last they ceased entirely, and we were walking up a very rocky path, with fields around us again. Here my grandfather showed me another tree, and said, “See, this is the Macht Beech, the most notable tree in these parts, growing from the rockiest soil there is. See, that’s why its wood is hard as stone, that’s why its trunk is so short, why its branches are set so close and hold fast to their leaves, so that the crown forms a sort of orb through which not a single little eye of the sky can peer. When winter draws near, people look at this tree and say: When the autumn winds sing in the Macht Beech’s dry leaves, and those leaves drift across the ground, winter shall soon come. And indeed, a short while later the hills and fields are swathed in the snow’s white blanket. Mark that tree well, and in later years, when I’m long in my grave, remember it was your grandfather who showed it to you first.”

			From this beech we walked uphill for a short time and came to the crest of the ridge, from which we looked down on the regions beyond, and saw the village of Melm in a mass of trees at our feet.

			Here my grandfather stopped, pointed to a distant forest with his stick and said, “See, there on the right, that dark forest is Rindles Mountain, and behind it is the town of Rindles which we can’t make out. Farther to the left, if it weren’t for the woods, you’d see the great Alsch Manor. At the time of the plague, everyone in Alsch Manor perished but for one single maid who had to tend the cattle, two rows of stalls with the cows that gave the milk for the cheese made at the manor, and then the bulls and the young stock. For weeks she had to feed them and wait, for the pestilence did the livestock no harm, and they stayed feisty and content until the lord of the manor learned what had happened, and sent some of the survivors to help her. In the big hammer mill you showed me on our way up, all the people died too, but for one hunchback who had to do all the work, serving the people who brought their grain when the plague was gone and wanted their flour; which is why they say to this day: ‘I’ve got more work than the hunchback at the hammer mill.’ Of Oberplan’s priests, only the old pastor was left to minister to the souls; the two assistant priests died, and the sexton died, and his son, who had already taken holy orders. Of the households on the curved lane next to the short row of houses where the market is, three were utterly wiped out.”

			After these words we went downhill by the hollow-way, in all the lovely play of light and color the sun caused in the thickets’ green leaves, down to the village of Melm.

			My grandfather had an errand in the first house there, at Macht Croft, and so we went in through its arched entrance gate. The farmer was standing in the yard in his shirtsleeves and a vest with many peaked metal buttons. When he saw my grandfather, he greeted him, and took him into the parlor; but they let me sit out in the yard on a little wooden bench by the door, and sent me bread and butter to eat. I rested, and looked at the things that were there: the unloaded carts that stood nested together beneath the shed roof, the plows and harrows crowded in a corner to make space, the farmhands and maidservants going back and forth, doing their Saturday chores and preparing for the Sabbath; and they joined the things that already filled my head, triple spruces the dead and the dying and little singing birds.

			After a while my grandfather came back out again and said, “So, I’m done, and we’ll head back home now.”

			I got up from my bench and we walked over to the entry arch, accompanied thus far by the farmer and his wife, who took their leave there, and wished us a good journey home.

			When we were alone once more, striding homeward up the hollow-way, my grandfather went on: “In the depths of fall, when the lingonberries ripen, and the mists rise on the mossy meadows, the people returned to the ground where the dead had been buried without consecration or ceremony. Many people went out to gaze at the fresh mounds of earth, others asked the names of those who were buried there, and when the ministry in Oberplan had been fully reestablished, the place was consecrated like a proper cemetery, a solemn service was held beneath the heavens, and all the prayers and blessings that had been neglected were made up for. Then the place was surrounded by a fence and strewn with quicklime. From that time onward, the memory of the past was preserved in many things. Surely you know that many places in these parts still have Plague as their byname, for instance Plague Meadow, Plague Path, Plague Slope; and if you weren’t so young, you’d have seen the column that’s no longer there, that stood on the marketplace in Oberplan, saying when the plague came, and when it ended, and bearing a prayer of thanks to Christ on the cross, who adorned the top of the column.”

			“Grandmother told us about the Plague Column,” I said.

			“Since then, though, other generations have come,” he went on, “unaware of what happened and despising the past; the fences are gone, and ordinary grass has covered the sites. People are glad to forget old calamities, taking health for a good that God owes them and that they squander in days of blossoming. They pay no heed to the places where the dead lie, and say the byname ‘Plague’ carelessly, like ‘Hawthorn’ or ‘Yew.’”

			Meanwhile the hollow-way had taken us back up to the crest of the hill, and the forests which we’d had to turn to see on our way out were now before us, and above them the sun was setting in great splendor.

			“If it weren’t for the evening sun shining in our eyes so,” said my grandfather, “and everything floating in a fiery haze, I could show you the place that I’m going to speak of and that belongs to our tale. It’s many hours’ travel from here, it’s straight across from us, where the sun is setting, and that is where the true forests begin. There the firs and spruce, the alders and maples, the beeches and other trees stand like kings, at their feet the multitudes of the bushes and the dense throng of the grasses and herbs the flowers the berries and mosses. The springs flow down from all the heights, rushing, and murmuring, and telling what they’ve always told, they flow over pebbles like bright glass, and merge into brooks to go out into the lands, the birds sing above, the white clouds gleam, the rains beat down, and when night comes, the moon shines upon it all, like a woven cloth of silver threads. In this forest there is a dark, dark lake, behind it is a gray cliff that is mirrored on its surface, along its sides dark trees stand gazing into the water, and at its foot is a tangle of raspberries and brambles. At the foot of the cliff lies a white jumble of fallen trees, white trunks shattered by lightning loom from the brambles and gaze out at the lake, gray stones have lain there for a hundred years, and the birds and the wild beasts come to the lake to drink.”

			“That’s the lake I meant, Grandfather, when we were coming up,” I said, “Grandmother told us about its water, and the strange fish in it, and when a little white cloud floats over it, a thunderstorm is coming.”

			“And when a little white cloud floats over it,” my grandfather went on, “while the rest of the sky is clear, more and more come to join it, becoming a whole host of clouds, and this host lifts up from the forest and moves out toward us with the storm that brings us heavy rain, and oftentimes hail. At the edge of this forest, where now there are fields that back then were still dense groves, there stood a pitch burner’s cottage at the time of the plague. In this cottage lived the man whose story I shall tell you. My grandfather knew that cottage, and he said that now and then its smoke was seen rising from the forest, just as you saw the threads of smoke rising as we came up this way today.”

			“Yes, Grandfather,” I said.

			“At the time of the plague,” he went on, “this pitch burner meant to escape the universal scourge that God had called down upon humanity. He meant to go up into the highest forest where no human ever ventures, where no breath of humans ever comes, where nothing is as it is down below, and where he thought he could stay healthy. But if someone did manage to find him, he meant to slay him with a poker rather than let him come close and bring the pestilence. But when the sickness was well over, he meant to return, and go on with his life. And so when the black-grimed wheelbarrow men who bought their wagon grease from him brought news that the plague had appeared in the bordering lands, he set forth, and went up into the high forest. But he went farther than the lake, he went where the forest is still just as it was at the Creation, where no people have ever worked, where no tree falls unless struck by lightning, or toppled by the wind; and then it lies where it is, and new saplings and plants grow up from its body; the trunks loom high, and between them are the unseen, untouched flowers and grasses and herbs.”

			While my grandfather was speaking, the sun had gone down. The fiery haze had suddenly vanished, the sky, where not a cloud stood, had become a golden gulf, as in an old painting, and in this gulf the forest stretched dark blue and distinct.

			“See, child, now we can see the place I’m speaking of,” my grandfather said, “look straight ahead at the forest, and you’ll see a darker blue, that’s the basin where the lake is. I don’t know if you can see it.”

			“I see it,” I replied, “and I see the faint gray stripes of the cliff by the lake.”

			“Then you have sharper eyes than I,” my grandfather replied, “and now move your eyes from the cliff to the right and up toward the edge, there you’ll see those higher, greater woods. There should be a rock there with a projecting brim like a hat, showing like a little hump on the edge of the woods.”

			“Grandfather, I see the little hump.”

			“It’s called Hat Rock, and it stands far above the lake in the high forest, where hardly anyone has ever been. But a wooden dwelling is said to have stood by the lake at one time. The Knight of Wittinghausen built it in the Swedish wars as a refuge for his two daughters. His castle was burned down, and its ruins still loom from the Thomas Woods like a blue block.”

			“I know the ruin, grandfather.”

			“The house stood behind the lake, where it was protected by the cliff, and an old huntsman watched over the girls. Today all these things are gone without a trace. From this lake the pitch burner climbed up to the Hat Rock, and looked about for a suitable place. But he wasn’t by himself, his wife and his children were with him, his brothers, cousins, aunts, and farmhands were with him, and he had taken his livestock and his household effects. And he had brought all kinds of seeds and grain, so that he could break up the ground and plant it, and lay in provisions for the future. Now they built huts for the people and the animals, they built furnaces for distilling the pitch, and they sowed the seeds in the dug-up fields. One of the people in the forest was a brother of the pitch burner’s who decided not to remain, but to return to his cottage. So the pitch burner said he should give them a sign when the plague had broken out. On the town hill, at noon, he should send up a column of smoke, let it rise steady for an hour, and then smother the fire. To make absolutely sure, he should do this three days in a row, so that the forest dwellers would know it was a sign that had been given them. But when the pestilence had passed, he should give them a sign that they could come back down and not be taken sick. At noon from the town hill he should send up a column of smoke, keep it steady for an hour, and then extinguish the fire. He should do this for four days in a row, but an hour later each day; by these special proceedings they would know that all danger had passed. But if he fell sick, he should leave the task as his last testament to a friend or acquaintance, and that person to a friend or acquaintance in turn, so that one day one of them would raise a column of smoke, and could expect a reward from the pitch burner. Do you know the town hill?”

			“Yes, Grandfather,” I replied, “it’s the black jagged forest that rises behind Perneck, with a chunk of rock at its peak.”

			“Yes,” said my grandfather, “that’s it. It’s said there were once three brothers, one on the alp, one on the town hill, and one high up in the Thomas Woods. They’d give each other a sign when one was in danger, smoke by day and fire by night, so that it could be seen, and the others would come to help. I don’t know whether the brothers survived. Now the people who had fled lived on in the high forest, and once the plague had broken out in our parts, a column of smoke rose at noon from the town hill, rose steady for an hour, and then ceased. This happened three days in a row, and the people in the forest knew what had come to pass. —But look, it’s getting cool, and the dew is already falling on the grass, come, I’ll button up your jacket so you don’t catch cold, and then I’ll tell you the rest of the story.”

			While my grandfather was telling his story, we had entered the Drybeaks, we had passed the triple spruce, and walked between the dark trunks on the almost colorless grass to reach the fields of Oberplan. My grandfather laid his stick on the ground, bent down to me, tightened my scarf, adjusted my vest, and buttoned up my jacket. Then he buttoned up his own coat, took his walking stick, and we walked on again.

			“But you see, my dear child,” he went on, “it was all for naught, they had only been tempting the Lord. Once the forest shrubs had blossomed, white and red, as nature wills it, once the blossoms had turned into berries, once the things the pitch burner had planted in the forest soil had sprouted and grown, once the barley’s golden whiskers had come, once the rye was whitening, once the oats hung on their little threads, and the potato plants bore their green balls and bluish flowers—all the pitch burner’s people he himself and his wife all but one single little boy, the pitch burner’s son, had died. The pitch burner and his wife were the last, and as the survivors had always buried the dead, but the pitch burner and his wife had no one left after them, and the boy was too weak to bury them, they went on lying in their hut as corpses. Now the boy was alone in the tremendous awful forest. He freed the animals from the stalls because he could not feed them, thinking that they could graze on the forest grasses, and then he ran away from the hut, for he was terrified by the dead man and woman. He went to a clearing in the forest, and now there was nobody anywhere, nobody but Death. When he knelt down amid blossoms and bushes and prayed, or when he wept and wailed for Father and Mother and all the other people, and then got to his feet again, there was nothing around him but blossoms and bushes, and the livestock moving under the trees of the forest as they grazed and jingling their bells. See, so it was with that little boy, who might have been just about as big as you. But you see, the pitch burner boys aren’t like the ones in the market town or the cities, they’ve been taught the ways of nature, they know how to make a fire, they aren’t afraid of storms, and have little clothing, no shoes in summer and no hats on their heads, just sooty hair. In the evening the boy took steel flint and tinder from his satchel, and made himself a fire; the fire in the pitch burner’s furnace had long since gone out and died. When he was hungry, he used his hands to dig potatoes from under the upward-striving vines, and baked them in the embers of the fire. Springs and brooks quenched his thirst. The next day he sought a way out of the forest. He had forgotten how they’d come up into it. He went to the mountain’s highest point, he climbed a tree and gazed around, but all he saw was forest, sheer forest. Now he decided to go to higher and higher places in the forest, until one day he could look out and see the forest’s end. To eat he also took the grains of the barley and rye, which he had roasted in the ear on a stone over the fire, to burn away the hairs and husks, or he worked the tender raw grains from their husks, or he peeled the turnips that grew in the cabbage patches. At night he buried himself in leaves and twigs and covered himself with brush. The animals he’d freed had gone away; either they had lost their way in the woods, or they also feared the hut of the dead, and fled from it; he no longer heard the jingling, and they did not appear. One day, looking for the animals, on a hill with brambles and rocks he found a little girl lying in the middle of a bramble bush. The boy’s heart pounded madly, he came closer, the girl was alive, but she had the sickness, and lay there unconscious. He came closer still, the girl had on white clothes and a little black coat, her hair was in a tangle, and she lay in the thicket as awkwardly as though she had been thrown there. He called, but got no reply, he took the girl’s hand, but the hand had no grasp, and was lifeless. He ran down into the valley, scooped up water with his old hat, which he’d taken with him from the hut, brought it back to the girl, and moistened her lips. He did this over and over. He didn’t know what might have helped the child, and even had he known, he would have had nothing to give her. It was hard to crawl through the tangled thicket to the place where the girl lay, so he took a big stone, laid it on the brambles’ creeping tendrils, and repeated this until he had covered the brambles, until they were held down and the stones formed a pavement. On this pavement he knelt down, moved the child, gazed at her, tidied her hair, and having no comb he brushed the damp locks clean with his hands, so that they once again resembled fine pretty human hair. But he couldn’t lift the girl to carry her to a better place, so he went up the hill, tore out the dry grass, tore out the stalks that grow high up on the rocks, gathered the dry leaves that were left over from the fall, clinging to the undersides of bushes, or blown by the wind into cracks in the rocks, and piled it all in a heap. When there was enough, he carried it to the girl, and made her a softer bed. He laid these things under her body in the places where they were most needed. Then he used his knife to cut twigs from the bushes, stuck them in the ground around the child, tied their tips together with grass and plant stalks, and laid light branches on top to make a roof. He laid twigs across the girl’s body, and covered them with broad-leaved plants like coltsfoot to make a coverlet. For himself he fetched food from his dead father’s fields. At night he made a fire of wood and dead leaves he’d gathered. And so by day he sat by the unconscious child, tended to her and protected her from animals and flies, and by night he kept a blazing fire. But see the child did not die, her state improved more and more, her cheeks grew softer and lovelier, her lips took on a rosy hue and were no longer so pale and yellow, and her eyes opened, and gazed about. She began to eat too, she ate the strawberries, still to be found, she ate raspberries, already ripening, she ate the kernels of the hazelnuts, not yet ripe but sweet and soft, at last she ate the white mealy flesh of the roasted potatoes and the tender grain kernels, all of which the boy brought to her, and lifted to her lips; and when she slept, he went up the hill and climbed up a crag to look all around, and searched for the livestock again, for now it would have been good to have milk. But he could see nothing, nor could he find the animals. When the girl was stronger, and able to help out, he took her to a place where overhanging branches sheltered her, but thinking that a storm might come, and the rain might beat through the branches, he looked for a cave, where it was dry, and made a bed, and brought the girl there. Above this cave was a stone slab, where they had a fine view over the forest. I told you that the sickness was very severe, that in the space of five to six hours a person was both healthy and dead; but I am telling you too: whoever came through the sickness was healthy very quickly, only for a long time they were feeble, and had to be tended. The children stayed in this cave now, and the boy fed the girl, and did every good thing she needed. Now the girl told him how she had come to the forest. Her father and mother and several other people had left their distant home when the sickness approached, and sought higher ground where the pestilence wouldn’t reach them. In the great forest they had lost their way, the father and mother had died, and the girl was left behind all alone. Where her father and mother had died, where the other people had gone, how she had ended up in the brambles, that she did not know. Nor could she say where her home was. And the boy told the girl how they had left their cottage, how they had all gone into the woods, and how they had died, and he was the only one left alive. And so, you see, the children sat in the cave when the day passed over the woods and lit up the greenery, the birds sang, the trees glistened, and the mountain peaks gleamed; or they slept when it was night, when it was dark and still, or the cry of a wild beast rang out, or the moon hung in the sky, and poured its beams out over the treetops. You can imagine what it was like when you see how the night is even here, how eerily the moon floats in the clouds, though we’re already so close to the houses, and how it shines down on our neighbor’s black rowans.”

			As my grandfather told his story we had passed down through the fields of Oberplan, we had crossed the meadow with the Behring Springlet, we had climbed over the stone wall, we had crossed the soft turf, and were already approaching the houses of Oberplan. In the meantime night had fallen, the half-moon hung in the sky, a mass of clouds had piled up in its light, and its beams fell straight onto the rowan trees that stood in our neighbor’s garden.

			“Once the girl had grown quite strong,” my grandfather went on, “the children thought about leaving the forest. They conferred on how best to do this. The girl had no idea at all; but the boy said that all streams flow downhill, that they flow on and on without stopping, that the forest was high up, while human habitations stand on very low ground, that a broad flowing stream had passed their very own cottage, that they had climbed from this cottage into the forest, they had climbed up and up and met several streams flowing down; so if they kept to a flowing stream heading downhill, they would come out of the woods and find their way back to humankind. The girl saw the sense of this, and joyfully they resolved to take that course. They prepared for their departure. They took potatoes from the fields, as many as they could carry, and many sheaves of grain on the stalk. The boy made his jacket into a bag, and for strawberries and raspberries he made pretty little pouches out of birch bark. Then they set out. First they sought the brook in the valley which they had always drunk from, and walked on beside its waters. You see, the boy guided the girl because she was weak, and because he was wiser in the ways of the forest; he showed her the stones to step on, he showed her the thorns and spiky branches to avoid, he led her when the path grew narrow, and when they came to great crags or thickets and swamps, they skirted them, and cleverly found their way back to the brook. In this way they walked on and on. When they were weary they sat down and rested, and when they had rested they walked onward. At noon he made a fire, and they baked potatoes, and roasted their ears of grain. He found water in springs or cold brooks that flowed in little trickles over white sand from the black forest ground or from thickets and stones. When they found patches of berries and nuts, they gathered them. At night he made a fire, made a bed for the girl, and made his own bed just as he had in his first days in the forest. And so they wandered on. They passed many trees, the fir with its hanging beards of moss, the fissured spruce, the long-armed maple, the white-dappled beech trunks with their light-green leaves, they passed flowers plants and stones, they passed beneath the singing of the birds, they passed frisking squirrels and grazing deer. The stream went around hills, or it went straight, or it wound around the trunks of the trees. It grew and grew, countless little tributaries came from the glens, and flowed with it, from the leaves of the trees and from the grasses drops dripped in, and flowed with it. It babbled over the pebbles as though telling the children a story. By and by came other trees, from which the boy could clearly tell that they were gradually emerging: the spiky fir, the spruce with its rough trunk, the maple with its great boughs, and the knobbly beech all ceased, the trees were smaller fresher pristine and graceful. By the water stood alder shrubs, there stood willows, the crab apple tree showed its fruits, and the wild cherry tree gave them its small black sweet cherries. By and by there came meadows, there came pastures, the trees thinned out, standing in scattered copses, and all at once, with the brook already flowing as a broad calm stream, they saw the fields and dwellings of people. The children rejoiced, and went up to a house. They hadn’t come out into the boy’s home town, they didn’t know where they had come to, but they were received with great kindness, and cared for. Meanwhile a column of smoke rose once more from the town hill in the boy’s home, it rose up at noon, remained steady for one hour and then ceased. This happened four days in a row, an hour later each day, but there was no one to understand the signal.”

			As my grandfather reached this point in the story, we arrived at our house.

			He said, “We’re tired, and it’s so warm; let us sit on the stone for a bit, and I’ll tell you the end of the story.”

			We sat down on the stone, and my grandfather went on: “When the people learned who the boy was and where he had come from, he and the girl were taken to his uncle in the pitch burner’s hut. His uncle went up into the forest and in horror burned the forest hut where the dead pitch burner lay with his wife. And the girl’s whereabouts were found out by her relatives, and they came to the pitch burner’s cottage to fetch her. You see, in those days the plague broke out in other parts of the forest as well, and many people died of it; but different times came, and health returned to our lands. Now the boy stayed with his uncle in the cottage, where he grew and grew, and they went about the business of distilling wagon grease turpentine and other things. When many years had passed, and the boy was nearly a man, one day a little carriage pulled up outside the pitch burner’s cottage. In the carriage sat a lovely maiden, dressed in a white frock and a little black coat, and wearing a bramble bouquet on her breast. She had the cheeks, the eyes, and the fine hair of the forest girl. She had come to see the boy who had saved her and guided her out of the forest. She and the old kinsman who’d come with her asked the boy to come along to the girl’s castle, and live there. The boy, who loved the girl too, went with them. There he learned all kinds of things, grew more and more accomplished, and at last became the husband of the girl he’d found in the forest during the plague. There, you see, he gained a castle, he gained fields, meadows, woods, farms, and farmhands, and as he’d been wise and attentive even as a boy, he increased and improved it all, and was loved by his underlings, his neighbors and friends, and his wife. He died as a distinguished man, respected throughout the land. How different are people’s fates! He often invited his uncle to come dwell there and spend his life with him, but his uncle remained in the pitch burner’s hut, and went on and on with the business of distilling, and as the forest dwindled and dwindled, as the fields and meadows advanced to his hut, he went deeper into the woods, and there he went on distilling the wagon grease. The children from his marriage kept to the same occupation, and old Andreas is his descendant, he too nothing but a wagon-grease carter, doing nothing but roaming the land with his black cask, and smearing wagon grease on the feet of foolish little boys who don’t know any better.”

			With these words my grandfather finished his story. But still we stayed sitting on the stone. All the while the moon had shone brighter and brighter, the clouds had stretched out longer and longer, and I gazed at the neighbor’s black rowan tree.

			Then my grandmother’s face peeked out the door, and she asked whether we wouldn’t come to supper. We went into my grandparents’ parlor, my grandmother folded a pretty little table of brown- and white-streaked plumwood out from the wall, covered it with white linen, gave us plates and silverware, and served us a chicken with rice. As we ate she said, looking angry, that the grandfather was even sillier and more careless than the grandson, for he’d taken a green-glazed bowl to wash wagon-greasy feet, and now it was too disgusting to be used.

			My grandfather smiled and said, “Then let’s smash the bowl, so it won’t be used by mistake, and buy a new one; it was better than letting the rascal go on living in fear. After all, you’re looking out for him too.”

			As he spoke he pointed toward the heating stove, where my pitchy hose were soaking in a little tub.

			Once we had eaten, my grandfather said that I should go to bed now, and he took me to my bedroom himself. As we passed through the hallway where I had come by my punishment, the young swallows twittered softly in their nests as though drunk with sleep, in the parlor a little lamp burned on the table, as it did all through every Saturday night in honor of the Virgin, and in my parents’ bedroom my father lay in bed with a lamp beside him, reading as usual; my mother was not at home, as she was visiting a sick aunt. We greeted my father, he gave a friendly reply, and we went into the children’s room. My sister and my little brother were already asleep. My grandfather helped me undress, and stayed by my side until I had said my prayers and pulled up the blanket. Then he went away. But I couldn’t sleep, thinking of the story my grandfather had told me, I remembered this detail and that, and thought of questions I needed to ask. At last weariness claimed its due, and sleep closed my eyes. As I drifted away, in the light shining in from my parents’ room I saw my mother come in, but could not rouse myself to full consciousness. She went to the vessel of holy water, moistened her fingers, came up, besprinkled me, and made the sign of the cross on my brow, mouth, and breast, and I knew that all was forgiven, and at once I fell asleep, blissful, I can truly say, with the joy of reconciliation.

			But my first sleep was not a peaceful one. Many things dwelled with me, the dead, the dying, the victims of the plague, triple spruces, the forest girl, the farmer of Macht Croft, the neighbor’s rowan tree, and already old Andreas was smearing my feet again. But my sleep must have run a good course, for when I was woken the sun was shining through the windows, it was a lovely Sunday, everything was festive, after prayers we had our Sunday breakfast and put on our Sunday clothes, and when I went out onto the road, everything was pure fresh and clear, the things of the night had passed, and the neighbor’s rowan tree was not half as big as yesterday. We were given our prayer books and went to the church, where we saw our father and grandfather sitting in the pew reserved for the burghers.

			Many years have passed since then, the stone is still lying outside the house of my fathers, but now my sister’s children play on it, and my old mother must sit there often, gazing out into the wide world where her sons are scattered.

			But the ways of the world are strange, for I recall the whole story my grandfather told, indeed for long years when there was talk of pretty girls I always thought of the forest girl’s fine hair; but I know nothing more about the pitch stains that commenced it all, whether they were washed away or planed off, and often, when I planned a trip home, I meant to ask my mother about it, but that, too, I forgot every time.


			LIMESTONE


			Here I shall tell a tale a friend once told us, a tale in which nothing unusual occurs, but which all the same I have never forgotten. Of ten listeners, nine will find fault with the man in the story, while the tenth will remember him often. The story was prompted by a dispute that developed in a gathering of my friends about the way in which a person might be endowed with various of the talents. Some, pointing to the so-called virtuosos, maintained that a person could be extraordinarily favored with a certain gift, while possessing the others only to a small degree. Others said that the gifts of the soul are always present to the same degree, all equally great or equally mediocre or equally small, but fate determines which one takes preeminence, and that creates an apparent disparity. With different youthful impressions, and in different times, Raphael might have become a great general rather than a great painter. Others again held that wherever reason—as that ability that transcends the senses, indeed as that most exalted of all human abilities—is present in great abundance, so are the other, subordinate abilities. The reverse, they said, was not true; one baser ability might stand out in particular while the higher ones did not. But when there was a significant gift of whatever kind, exalted or base, those subordinate to it had to be significant as well. The reason they gave was that the baser ability is always the servant of the higher, and that it would be nonsensical to possess the higher gift that commands, but not the baser gift that serves. Finally there were some who said that God had created human beings as he created them, we could never know how he had distributed his gifts, nor could we debate the question, it being uncertain what might yet come to light in future. At that my friend told his story.

			As all of you know, he said, for years now I have been working as a land surveyor in the civil service; the government sends me here and there on surveying assignments. I have come to know different parts of the country and different kinds of people. Once I was in the town of Wengen, with the prospect of staying there for quite some time, as my duties dragged on, and kept increasing. I often passed through the nearby village of Schauendorf, and became acquainted with its pastor, an admirable man who had established its first orchards and caused the village, once surrounded by hedges, brush, and thickets, to resemble a garden nestled amid an abundance of gracious fruit trees. One day he invited me to a church festival, and I said that I would come late, as I had some crucial work to finish. When I had finished my work, I set out on the road to Schauendorf. I walked across the high-lying fields, I walked through the orchards, and as I approached the parsonage, I saw that the midday meal must already have begun. In the garden, which, as was typical of Catholic parsonages, lay in front of the house, there was no one to be seen; the windows onto the garden were open, I could peek into the kitchen, where the maids were busy about the fire, and from the parlor rang the occasional clatter of plates and the clink of silverware. Stepping inside, I saw the guests sitting around the table, and one place left untouched for me. The pastor led me to it and urged me to sit. He said he would not introduce me to those present, nor name me their names; some I knew already, others I would come to know during the meal, and he would tell me the names of the rest once we had risen from the table. So I sat down, and it happened as the pastor had said. With some I grew acquainted, from some I learned their names and circumstances, and as dish succeeded dish and wine loosened the tongues, many a new acquaintance was already like an old one. There was one guest alone who could not be made out. He sat smiling and amiable, listening attentively to everything, always turning his face in the direction of the liveliest conversation, as though he had a duty to do so, his expressions showing agreement with each speaker, and when conversation livened up elsewhere, he turned that way and listened. But he himself spoke not a word. He sat quite far down the table, his black figure looming over the white linen tablecloth, and though he was not tall, he never straightened up to his full height, as though he thought that unseemly. He wore the clothes of a country priest. His jacket was quite worn and threadbare; it gleamed in some spots, and in others it had lost its black color and was reddish or bleached out. Its buttons were of thick bone. His black vest was very long, and also had buttons of bone. Two tiny white lappets—the only white thing on his person—hung down over his black cravat as a badge of dignity. As he sat there, some sort of ruffle would sometimes emerge ever so slightly from his sleeves, and he was always covertly tucking them back. Perhaps they were in a state that embarrassed him. I saw that he never took much of any dish, and always courteously thanked the steward who served them. When dessert was served, he barely sipped at the fine wine, took only tiny pieces of confectionary, and set nothing aside on his plate, the way the others did, as a customary memento to bring back to their families.

			These idiosyncrasies made me notice the man.

			When the meal was over, and the guests had risen from the table, I was able to observe the rest of his body. His breeches were of the same cloth and in the same state as his jacket, reaching down below his knees and fastened there by buckles. Then came stockings, black but nearly gray. His feet were shod in wide shoes with large buckles. They were of sturdy leather and had thick soles. Thus clad, the man stood there nearly all alone as groups formed to converse, his back almost touching the pier between the windows. His bodily appearance matched his clothing. He had a long gentle almost timid face with beautiful clear blue eyes. His brown hair was tied back simply, already shot with white strands that showed he was already approaching fifty, or had known sorrow and tribulation.

			After a short while he retrieved from a corner a rattan walking stick with a black bone knob like the buttons on his clothes, and went up to the host to take his leave. The host asked if he was really going so soon, at which he replied that it was time he left, he had a four hours’ walk to his parsonage, and his feet weren’t what they’d been in his younger days. The pastor did not detain him. He made his farewells and went out the door, and a moment later we saw him walk through the grain fields, climb the hill that bounded the village to the west, and seemingly vanish in the radiant afternoon air.

			I asked who the man was, and learned that he was a pastor in a poor district, that he had been there for a very long time, made no request to be transferred away, and rarely left the house except on very urgent business. —

			Many years had passed since that luncheon, and I had completely forgotten the man, when my work called me to a dreadful region. Not that there were wilds gorges chasms cliffs and plunging waters—in fact all those things entice me—rather there was nothing but many little hills, each hill made of bare gray limestone, not fissured, as so often with this kind of rock, or dropping off steeply, but separating into broad rounded forms, each surrounded by a long sandbank at its foot. Through these hills a little river called the Zirder wound in great bends. The water of the river, which the reflection of the sky often tinged dark blue amid the gray and yellow of the rock and sand; the narrow bands of green that often edged the water; and the other patches of turf scattered amid the outcroppings were all that relieved and refreshed the eye in this landscape.

			I was living at an inn in a part of the region that was somewhat better and accordingly far away. There a road passed over a rise, called, as is typical of some regions, the High Road, and the inn was named after it. So as not to lose time by going back and forth, I always brought along cold provisions and wine to the place where I was working, and took my main meal in the evening. Some of my men lived in the inn as well, while the rest housed as best as they could, building wooden huts in the stony land.

			The region called the Corrie Rocks, though in truth not so very remote, is one that few will know, for there is no reason to travel there.

			One evening, returning from work alone, having sent my men on ahead, I saw my poor pastor sitting on a heap of sand. He had burrowed his big shoes nearly all the way into the sand, and sand covered the tails of his jacket. I recognized him instantly. He was dressed more or less as he was when I first saw him. His hair was much grayer now, as though it had hastened to take on this hue, his long face had grown distinctly wrinkled, and only his eyes were blue and clear as before. The walking stick with the black bone knob was propped at his side.

			I stopped in my tracks, came closer, and greeted him.

			Not having expected a greeting, he got up hastily and thanked me. There was no trace of recognition in his face; nor could there be, for at that luncheon he must have observed me far less than I him. He simply stood there looking at me. And so, to start a conversation, I said, “Your Reverence, no doubt you don’t know who I am.”

			“I do not have that honor,” he answered.

			“But I have had the honor,” I said, echoing his courteous tone, “of dining at the same table with Your Reverence.”

			“I do not remember,” he replied.

			“Your Reverence, you are the same man, are you not,” I said, “who attended a church festival given by the pastor of Schauendorf, and who was the first to leave after dining, saying that he had a four hours’ walk to his parsonage?”

			“Yes, I am the same man,” he responded, “eight years ago I went to Schauendorf for the hundredth jubilee of the church’s dedication, as was proper, I stayed for luncheon because the pastor invited me, and afterward I was the first to leave, because I had a four hours’ journey home. I haven’t been to Schauendorf since.”

			“Well, I was at that table too,” I said, “and just now I recognized Your Reverence at once.”

			“That’s astonishing—after so many years,” he said.

			“It is part of my profession,” I replied, “to meet many different people, and remember them, and I have gained such skill in remembering that I recognize people I saw years ago and one time only. And so we meet again in this abominable region.”

			“It is as God created it,” he responded, “fewer trees grow here than in Schauendorf, but sometimes it’s beautiful too, and every so often it’s more beautiful than anything else in the world.”

			I asked him if he lived in the region, and he replied that he had been a pastor in the Corrie for seven and twenty years. I told him that I had been sent to map out the region, that I was surveying the hills and valleys so as to set them down in miniature on paper, and that I lived out on the High Road. When I asked him if he came here often, he answered, “I like to go out to exercise my feet, and then sit on a rock to contemplate the things around me.”

			As we conversed, we had started walking; he walked by my side, and we spoke of various inconsequential matters, the weather, the season, the way these rocks were peculiarly suited to soaking up the sun’s rays, and other things.

			However shabby his clothes had been at that luncheon, now, if possible, they were shabbier still. I could not recall having seen his hat then, but now I kept looking at it; not a single tiny hair remained of the nap.

			When we had reached the place where his path diverged from mine, leading down into the Corrie to his parsonage, we took our leave, expressing the hope of meeting again often.

			I walked along my path to the High Road, still thinking of the pastor. His extraordinary poverty, such as I had never encountered in a person above the state of beggary, and certainly not in those who must shine out before others as a model of cleanliness and order, lingered on in my mind. To be sure, the pastor kept himself almost vigilantly clean, but this very cleanliness threw his poverty all the more painfully into relief, showing the looseness of his clothes’ weave, their flimsiness and insubstantiality. I gazed back at the hills covered only with rock, I gazed back at the valleys where only the long sandbanks stretched, and went inside my inn to dine on the roast goat they were wont to serve me.

			I did not ask about the pastor, so as not to receive an uncouth reply.

			From then on I met the pastor often. As I spent the entire day in the Corrie Rocks, and often strolled through them in the evening to explore different ends and sections of them, and as he sometimes came out that way himself, we could not fail to meet. Several times we fell into conversation. He did not seem averse to meeting me, and I was glad to run into him too. Later on we often walked about together in the rocks, or sat on one rock and contemplated the others. He showed me many a small creature, many a plant peculiar to the region, he showed me its singularities, and pointed out the differences between certain rocky hills which even the most meticulous observer would have thought to have exactly the same shape. I told him about my trips, showed him my tools, and, when we happened to be working, explained their use to him.

			In time I would sometimes go down with him to his parsonage. Where the most massive rock breaks up somewhat, we walked down a gentler slope toward the Corrie. At the edge of the rocks was a meadow where several trees stood, one of them a fine tall linden, and behind the linden was the parsonage. At that time it was a white, one-story building that stood out beautifully against the more inviting green of the meadow, against the trees and the gray of the rocks. The roof was covered with shingles. The garret windows had little doors, and the windows of the house could be closed with green shutters. Farther back, where the terrain formed an alcove, the church with its red-roofed steeple stood tucked away in the rocks. In another part of the Corrie stood the school amid its meager garden. These three solitary buildings made up the entire community known as the Corrie. Other dwellings were scattered throughout the area. Here and there huts perched on rocks as though affixed there, with little garden plots of potatoes or goat fodder. Far out toward the open country was more fertile ground belonging to the parish, with plowlands, pasture, and clover fields.

			Within sight of the parsonage windows, the Zirder flowed by on the edge of the meadow, and a high bridge crossed the river and descended toward the meadow. The meadow was little higher than the riverbed. Apart from the rocks, this tableau of the high bridge across the lonely river was all that could be seen from the parsonage.

			When I accompanied the parson into his house, he never took me to the upper floor, but always led me through a spacious vestibule into a small chamber. The vestibule was completely empty, except that in a niche, quite wide but shallow, there stood a long wooden bench. Whenever I visited the parsonage, a Bible lay on that bench, a large book bound in sturdy leather. The small chamber held a table of soft unpainted wood, around it several chairs of the same type, and against the wall a wooden bench and two yellow-painted chests. Otherwise there was nothing, excepting a small medieval crucifix beautifully carved of pearwood that hung above the equally small holy water stoup on the doorjamb.

			On these visits I made a strange discovery. Even back in Schauendorf I had noticed how the poor parson kept furtively tucking his ruffled shirt cuffs back into his jacket sleeves, as though he were ashamed of them. Now he kept doing the same thing. I observed him more closely, and found that he had no reason whatsoever to be ashamed of his cuffs; in fact, as other glimpses of his clothing told me, he wore the finest, most beautiful underlinen I had ever seen in the world. And these linens were of an impeccable whiteness and cleanliness one would never have suspected from the state of his outer garments. He must have taken great pains in caring for them. As he never spoke of it I, too, was silent on the matter; surely that goes without saying.

			Amid this companionship part of the summer passed.

			One day an unusual heat prevailed among the rocks. All day long the sun had failed to shine through, but it suffused the dull shroud veiling all the sky so that one could always see its pale image, so that all objects in this rocky terrain were cloaked in an unsubstantial light unaccompanied by shadows, and the leaves of the few visible plants hung limp; for though barely a half-sunlight filtered through the dome of haze, there was a heat as if three tropical suns were all blazing down from a clear sky. We had such a hard time of it that I sent my men home shortly after two. I sat under a rocky overhang that formed a sort of cave, where it was much cooler than out in the open. There I ate my midday meal, drank my cooled wine, and read. Toward evening the cloud layer did not break, as it often does on such days, nor did it grow denser; it covered the sky just as evenly as it had all day. And so I was very late leaving the cave, for just as the shroud blanketed the sky unchanged, the heat had barely diminished, and no dew could be expected that night. I walked very slowly through the hills, and saw the pastor coming across the sandy slopes, contemplating the sky. We approached each other and exchanged greetings. He asked me where we had worked that day, and I told him. And I told him that I had been reading in the cave, and showed him my book. After that we walked on together across the sand.

			After a while he said, “You won’t be able to reach the High Road now.”

			“Why is that?” I asked.

			“Because the thunderstorm will break,” he replied.

			I looked at the sky. The cloud cover had grown denser, if anything, and all the bare rock surfaces we could see were cloaked in the strangest lead-colored light.

			“The thunderstorm,” I said, “has been brewing all day long, but how soon the layer of haze will condense, cool down, produce wind and electricity and pour itself forth, that, I believe, cannot be gauged.”

			“It may be impossible to say precisely,” he replied, “but I’ve lived in this area for twenty-seven years, I’ve made certain observations, and they suggest that the storm will break sooner than one might think, and will be quite severe. And so I think it best that you come with me to my parsonage and spend the night there. The parsonage is so close that we’ll be able to reach it easily, even though we see the storm plainly in the sky; you’ll be safe there, and tomorrow you can go about your work as soon as you please.”

			I responded that despite what I had said it was not impossible that a steady rain, at least, might develop out of the haze. In that event I would be protected; I had along a coat of oiled silk, I need only take it out of my bag and put it on, and the rain would do me no harm. And even if I had lacked this protection, I had been soaked by rain so often in the line of duty that I had no desire to impose on someone and bring disorder into his home just to avoid such a thing. But if there really were a storm impending that might bring a hard rain or hail or even a cloudburst, then I would gladly accept his offer and ask shelter for the night, but on the condition that it truly be nothing but shelter, that he should not disrupt his household nor go to any trouble beyond giving me a place beneath his roof; for such a place was all I needed. Besides, I pointed out, we had a ways to go along the same path, we could postpone the question, keep observing the sky, and finally make our decision accordingly.

			He agreed, and said that if I stayed with him, I need not fear that he would go to any trouble, I knew that his was a simple home, and he would make no arrangements but those required for me to spend the night.

			Having sealed this agreement, we went on our way. We walked very slowly, in part because of the heat, and in part because it was always our custom.

			Suddenly a faint light fluttered about us, turning the rocks red.

			That was the first flash of lighting, but it was mute, and no thunder followed.

			We walked onward. After a while the lightning flashed several times, and as the evening had already grown quite dark, and the cloud cover had a muffling effect, with each flash the limestone loomed rose-red before us.

			When we came to the place where our paths parted, the parson stopped and looked at me. I admitted that a storm was coming, and said I would go with him to his parsonage.

			 And so we took the path into the Corrie, passing down the gentle stony slope to the meadow.

			When we had reached the parsonage, we sat down for a bit on the wooden bench that stood outside the house. Now the storm was full-blown, a dark wall looming in the sky. After a while, white trailing mists emerged on the unbroken dark storm wall, fringing the belly of the cloud bank with long, swelling bands. There the storm might already be raging, though not a blade of grass nor a leaf stirred where we were. In storms such trailing, bloated mists are often bad omens, always heralding gusts of wind, often hail and downpours. And now the lightning was followed by distinct claps of thunder.

			At last we went into the house.

			The pastor said that it was his custom, when storms came at night, to set a candle on the table and sit quietly in its light as long as the storm should last. By day he would sit at the table without a light. He asked me whether he might stay true to his practice today. I reminded him of his promise not to go to the slightest trouble for my sake. And so he led me across the vestibule into the familiar chamber, and told me to set down my things.

			On a leather strap over my shoulder I generally carried a case containing drawing instruments drawings and also some surveying tools. Next to the case was a bag containing my cold provisions, my wine, my drinking glass, and my contrivance for cooling the wine. Removing these things, I hung them over the back of a chair that stood in the corner. I leaned my long measuring stick against one of the yellow chests.

			Meanwhile the parson had gone out, and now came back holding a light. It was a tallow candle in a brass candlestick. He set the candlestick on the table and laid a brass wick-trimmer next to it. Then we sat down at the table, and stayed where we were, waiting for the storm.

			It seemed it would not be long in coming. When the pastor brought the candle, the scant brightness coming in through the windows had vanished, the panes loomed like black panels, and total night had descended. The lightning was more intense; despite the candlelight, each flare lit up the corners of the chamber. The thunder grew more solemn and urgent. This went on for some time. At last came the first gust of the storm. The tree in front of the house trembled faintly for a moment, as though struck by an abruptly dying breeze, then all was still again. Presently the tremor returned, but now longer and deeper. A short time later came a powerful gust, all the leaves rustled, the branches shuddered, judging by what we heard from indoors, and from then on the noise never ceased. The tree belonging to the house, the hedges around it, and all the bushes and trees nearby were caught up in one great surge that kept subsiding and swelling. In between the thunder clapped. But the storm had not yet come. Between the lightning and the thunder an interval remained, and the flashes of lightning, bright though they were, were not yet snaking lines, but merely diffuse flares.

			At last the first drops struck the window. They struck the glass, hard and separate, but their comrades soon came, and in a short while the rain was pouring down profusely. It quickly swelled, rushing and racing, until at last it seemed as though whole masses of water were descending on the house, as though the house were groaning under its weight and the groaning and creaking could be heard from within. The rumble of the thunder was barely heard through the coursing of the water; the coursing of the water became a second thunder. The storm was overhead at last. The lightning darted down like threads of fire, and its flashes were followed, quick and hoarse, by the thunder, which now vanquished all other roars, and made the windowpanes jitter and ring in its deepest finishes and fadings.

			Now I was glad I had taken the parson’s advice. Rarely had I seen such a storm. The pastor sat simply and quietly at the table in the little chamber, and the light of the tallow candle lit his form.

			At last there was a thunderclap fit to jolt the whole house out of joint and cast it down, and right after that another. Then came a brief lull, as there often does with such phenomena, the rain flinched back for a moment as though alarmed, and even the wind paused. But soon it went on as before, only that its main force was broken, and it all continued more smoothly and steadily. Little by little the storm quieted down to a mere steady wind, the rain was lighter, the lightning flashed more feebly, and the thunder rumbled more dully, as though moving out into the open countryside.

			When at last the rain was nothing but a drizzle, and the lightning an afterglow, the parson stood up and said, “It is over.”

			He lit a candle stub and went out. After a while he came back in, carrying a serving board with several things for the evening meal. He took a little jug of milk from the board, set it on the table, and filled two glasses from it. Then he brought strawberries in a green-glazed bowl and several chunks of black bread on a plate. For cutlery he laid a knife and a little spoon at each place, and then he carried the serving board back out.

			When he came back in, he said, “This is our evening meal; may it satisfy you.”

			He stepped up to the table, folded his hands, and murmured a blessing to himself, I did the same, and we sat down for our evening meal. We drank the milk from the glasses, we cut pieces from the black bread with our knives and ate the strawberries with our spoons. When we were finished, he folded his hands again, said a prayer of thanksgiving, fetched the serving board, and carried away the leavings.

			In my bag I still had leftovers from my midday meal and in my bottle I still had wine. And so I said, “If Your Reverence permits, I will take the leftovers of my midday meal from my satchel, for otherwise they will spoil.”

			“Of course, you may do as you please,” he said.

			I took my bag and said, “Then you can also see, Your Reverence, how I dine as a wandering man, and what sort of utensils I use.

			“You must understand,” I went on, “that however highly we praise water, particularly mountain water, and however valuable and splendid a role this substance may play in nature’s great balance, all the same, when a man spends days working in the open fields in the sunshine, or walking amid hot rocks and hot sand, or climbing crags, a drink of wine and water is infinitely more refreshing, and gives more strength, than the purest choicest water in the world. My duties soon taught me this, and so I always supply myself with wine on all my journeys. But only good wine does good service. And so I had a pure good wine delivered to me up on the High Road, and every day I take some of it with me into my rocky hills.”

			The poor parson watched me unpack my utensils. He regarded the little tin plates, several of which could be stacked together to form a flat disk of modest size. I set the plates on the table. Next to them I placed knives and forks from my case. Then I cut slices of fine white bread that I sent for twice a week, then slices of ham of cold roast meat and cheese. All this I arranged on the plates. After that I asked him for a flask of water; that alone, I said, I did not take with me, for out in nature I could count on finding it everywhere. When he had brought water in a pitcher, I unpacked my drinking utensils. I took out the bottle, still half filled with wine, I set the two glasses—I always have one in reserve—on the table, and then I showed him how I cooled my wine. The glass is wrapped in a rag of loosely woven cloth, the cloth is moistened with a highly volatile liquid called ether, which I always carry with me in a bottle, a liquid that evaporates very quickly and forcefully, causing a chill that makes the wine fresher than if it had just come up from the cellar, indeed as though it had been put on ice. Having freshened two glasses of wine in this manner, mixed them with water and set one at his place, I invited him to eat with me.

			He took a little taste of these things, as though to honor my invitation, sipped from his glass, and could not be persuaded to take any more.

			Now I, too, ate but a small amount of the victuals I had set out, and packed it all away again, ashamed of the discourtesy I had committed in my hastiness.

			I glanced at the parson’s face, but it expressed not the slightest trace of rancor.

			Now that the table was cleared, we talked for a while by the light of the tallow candle. Then the parson went about making my bed. He brought in a large wool blanket, folded it four times, and laid it on the bench by the wall. From a similar blanket he made a pillow. Then he opened one of the yellow chests, took out a sheet of extraordinary beauty delicacy and whiteness, unfolded it and spread it over my bed. When I saw the superb quality of the linen in the candle’s faint light, and involuntarily glanced at him, he blushed.

			To wrap my body he laid a third blanket on the bed.

			“That is your bed, as well as I can make it,” he said. “When you’re ready to take your rest, you need only say the word.”

			“I will leave that to Your Reverence,” I replied. “If you have a certain bedtime, please observe it. I am bound to no particular hour; in my way of life, my sleep is now brief and now long, I take to my bed now earlier and now later.”

			“Neither am I at the mercy of time,” he rejoined. “And I can arrange to sleep according to my duties; but as the storm has kept us up later than usual, as you are sure to get up quite early tomorrow morning and may well have to go up to the High Road to fetch some of your things, I think rest would be the best thing now, and we should seek it.”

			“I am quite in agreement, Parson,” I said.

			After this conversation he left the chamber, and I thought he had gone to his bedroom. And so I undressed as far as I ever do, and lay down on the bed. I was just about to extinguish the candle, which I had set on a chair beside my bed, when the parson came back in. He had changed his clothes, now wearing gray wool stockings gray wool hose and a gray wool jacket. He was unshod, in his stocking feet. Thus dressed he stepped into the room.

			“You have already retired,” he said, “I have come to wish you a good night, and then go to bed myself. Sleep well, then, as well as you can on that bed.”

			“I will sleep well,” I replied, “and wish you the same.”

			After these words he went to the holy water stoup that hung beneath the beautifully carved little crucifix, sprinkled himself with the water, and left the room.

			By the light of my candle I saw him lie down on the wooden bench in the shallow niche in the spacious vestibule, and place the Bible under his head as a pillow.

			As soon as I saw this, I jumped up from my bed, went out into the vestibule in my nightclothes, and said, “I object, Your Reverence, this is not what I intended, you can’t sleep on this bare bench while leaving me the better bed. I’m used to sleeping in all kinds of places, even outside under a tree; let me sleep on this bench, and you take the bed that you meant to leave to me.”

			“No, my dear sir,” he said, “I haven’t left a bed to you; where yours is, no bed is ever made otherwise, and where I’m lying now, I sleep every night.”

			“You sleep every night on this hard bench and with this book as your pillow?” I asked.

			“Just as you, through your vocation, are accustomed to all beds, even in the open air,” he rejoined, “I am accustomed through my vocation to sleep on this bench and use this book as my pillow.”

			“Is that really possible?” I asked.

			“Yes, it is so,” he replied, “I am telling you no lie. I could have made myself a bed on this bench, just as I made you one on yours; but a very long time ago I took to sleeping in these clothes on this bench here, just as you see me, and I do so to this day.” As I still hesitated, skeptical, he said, “You can set your mind at rest, quite at rest.”

			I made no more objections; the argument that he could have made himself a bed was a persuasive one.

			After standing there a while longer, I said, “If it’s an old custom of yours, esteemed sir, then naturally I have no more objections to make; but you must understand why at first I spoke against it, for usually people everywhere have proper beds.”

			“Yes, they do,” he said, “and they grow accustomed to them, and believe it must be so. But it can also be otherwise. People grow accustomed to everything, and habit comes very easy then, very easy.”

			After his words I went back into my room, bidding him good night a second time, and lay down on my bed again. And now I recalled that however many times I had been in the parson’s home, I had in fact never seen a bed. I thought about the matter a while longer, and could not fail to feel, most soothingly, the extraordinary delicacy of the parson’s fine linen on my body. After a short while the parson provided actual proof that he was accustomed to his sleeping place; for I heard from his steady gentle breaths that he had already lapsed into a deep slumber.

			Now that I, too, was at peace, now that the parsonage was deathly still, now that the wind had ceased, the rain was only faintly heard, and the lightning flashes, as though they had lost their way, cast but a rare feeble light at the windowpane, my eyes closed in slumber; after snuffing out the candle, I heard a few more drops strike the window, then it was as though a faint glow flared up on the pane, and then there was nothing more. —

			I slept beautifully, woke late and opened my eyes to broad daylight. It was as though some gentle noise had fully awakened me. When I opened my eyes all the way, and looked around, I saw the parson in the vestibule, dressed in his gray nightclothes, cleaning the dust from my clothes with a brush. Quickly I rose from my bed, went out, and interrupted his efforts, saying that this must not be, I could not accept such a thing from him, it was not his duty, the dust did not bother me, and if I wanted it gone, I could easily brush it off myself.

			“It is not my duty as a priest, but it is my duty as a host,” he said, “I have but one old maidservant, who doesn’t live in the house; she comes at certain times to perform my little chores, but today she hasn’t arrived yet.”

			“No, no, that makes no difference,” I said, “let me remind you of your promise not to go to any trouble.”

			“It is no trouble,” he rejoined, “and I am almost done.”

			With these words he gave the jacket a few more strokes with the brush and then let me take both brush and jacket. He left the vestibule and went into a different room I had not yet seen. In the meantime I got dressed. After a while he came back in, fully dressed himself. He was wearing the old black garments he had worn the day before and all the other days. We went to the window. The scene had changed completely. It was a beautiful day, and the sun rose resplendent in measureless blue. What a thing a thunderstorm is! The subtlest the softest thing in nature is what causes this cataclysm. The sky’s fine invisible vapors, that in the heat of the day or several days are innocuously suspended in measureless space, increase until the air above the ground is so heated and rarefied that its uppermost freight sinks down, so that the lower vapors are cooled, or another cold breath stirs them, making them instantly form masses of fog, generate electrical fire, and unleash the storm, causing new cold, stirring up new fog, masses that coalesce as ice or as droplets, sweep along with the storm and pour down upon the earth. And once they have poured down, and the layers of air have mingled, the very next day that air is often revived in all its purity and clarity, ready once again to absorb the vapors caused by the heat, again to gradually begin the same game, thus causing the cycle of rain and sunshine that delights and sustains humans animals and plants.

			The limestone hills had been washed smooth by the night’s measureless rain, and stood white and gleaming beneath the blue of the sky and the rays of the sun. Receding one behind the other, they displayed their brilliant refracted colors in delicate shades of gray, yellow, red, rose, and in between lay long shadows blue as air, the lovelier the farther back they stretched. The meadow by the parsonage was fresh and green, the linden, having lost its older and feebler leaves in the storm, stood newborn, and the other trees and bushes around the parsonage raised their gleaming wet branches and twigs toward the sun. Only near the bridge had the storm caused a less pleasant spectacle. The Zirder had overflowed its banks and flooded the part of the meadow which, as I said, lay not much higher than the riverbed. The high bridge, as it descended, led straight into the water. Yet disregarding the damage the flood must have caused by washing sand onto the meadow, even this was a beautiful phenomenon. The great expanse of water gleamed in the rays of the sun, adding to the green of the meadow and the gray of the rocks a third chiming, shimmering note, and the bridge stood out bizarrely like a dark line over the silvery mirror.

			The parson showed me several glimpses of very remote regions that otherwise could not be seen, but that today, in the cleansed air, were distinct as clear-cut pictures.

			After a brief contemplation of the morning spectacle to which our eyes instinctively turned, the parson brought cold milk and black bread for breakfast. We ate, and I prepared to set out. Over my shoulder I slung my case and the satchel with the leather strap, I took my walking stick from the corner beside the yellow chest, took my white walking hat, and thanked the parson from my heart for sheltering me in the heavy storm.

			“Not too humble a shelter, I hope,” he said.

			“No, no, Your Reverence,” I rejoined, “it was all so kind and good of you, I only regret causing you disruption and disturbance; in future I’ll take good heed of the weather and the sky, so that no one else need atone for my carelessness again.”

			“I gave what I had,” he said.

			“And I desire greatly to do a service in return,” I replied.

			“People live side by side, and can do one another many good turns,” he said.

			With these words we had come out into the vestibule.

			“I must show you the third room,” he said, “here I have a chamber where I dress and undress, where no one can see me, and where I store various things.”

			With these words he led me from the vestibule into a side room or rather a vault whose door I had not noticed earlier. In this vault too stood very inferior furniture. A large cabinet of soft wood holding clothing and other such things, probably also the wool blankets used for my bed, a few chairs, and a board with loaves of black bread and a pot of milk: that was all. Once we had left the room again, he shut it, we took our leave, and promised to meet again soon.

			I stepped out into the cool clean air and onto the damp meadow. It occurred to me how odd it was that we had only ever been on the ground floor, yet in the night and in the morning I had clearly heard footsteps in the house above us; but I strode onward without letting the thought distract me.

			I did not take my usual path; instead I struck out toward the Zirder. When you survey a land, when you spend many years drawing landscapes and their formations on paper, you take a sympathetic interest in the character of these lands, and you come to love them. I walked toward the Zirder to see what effects its flooding had brought, and what changes it had wrought in its immediate surroundings. Having stood a while by the water, and watched it at work, without observing any effects but the flood itself, I suddenly experienced a spectacle I had never seen before, and had company I had not yet been granted in this rocky country. Apart from my men, who were so familiar to me, as I was to them, that we must have seemed mere tools to one another, I had seen only a few people in my inn many a wanderer on the path and the poor parson among the rocks. Now this was to change. As I looked, I saw a jaunty merry boy crossing the bridge from the far bank, which was higher and not flooded. Approaching the end of the bridge, which sloped down into the floodwaters of the Zirder, he knelt and, as far as I could see through my spyglass, untied his shoelaces and took off his shoes and socks. But having taken them off, he did not go down into the water, as I had expected; instead he stayed where he was. A moment later a second boy came and did the same. Then came a barefoot boy, who stopped as well, and then several more. At last a whole flock of children came walking across the bridge, and when they reached the end of it, they ducked down, just as a flock of birds comes flying through the air and descends upon some small patch of ground, and I could clearly see that they were all busy taking off their shoes and socks.

			When they had finished, one boy walked down the bridge and gingerly into the water. The others followed him. Not sparing their hose, they waded deep into the water, and the girls’ skirts swirled in the water about their feet. To my surprise I now saw a tall black figure in the middle of the water, none other than the poor parson of the Corrie. He stood in it nearly up to his hips. I had not noticed him earlier, nor had I seen him wade in, for my eyes had been fixed on the bridge the whole time, and only as the children moved in my direction had I shifted my gaze to the foreground. The children all waded toward the pastor, and after pausing beside him and talking to him a while, they set out toward the bank where I stood. As they picked their way with more or less care, they scattered across the water as they came, standing out like black dots on the gleaming surface, and reached me one by one. Seeing that the shallow floodwaters posed no danger, I stayed where I was, and let them come. The children came up and stopped in front of me. At first they gazed at me with shy and truculent faces; but from youth I have been a great friend of children, I have always loved children dearly as budding blossoms of humanity, and have been blessed since my marriage with a number of them myself; finally no creatures detect kindness more rapidly than children, whose trust is thus gained with equal rapidity: and so I was soon surrounded by a circle of chattering, bustling children trying to ask questions and answer questions. It was easy to tell where they were headed, for all of them had their school satchels slung over their shoulders on leather or cloth straps. As I also carried my satchel and case on a leather strap over my shoulders, it must have been a comical sight to see me standing like a large schoolboy among the little ones. Some bent down, busy putting their shoes and socks back on, while others, still holding them in their hands, looked up and talked to me.

			I asked where they came from, and was told that they came from the Corrie Crofts and the Rock Crofts, and that they were going to school in the Corrie.

			When I asked why they had waited together on the bridge rather than wading into the water one by one as they came, they said that their parents had ordered them to be very careful, and if there was water flooding the meadow by the Zirder, to go into it all together, not one by one.

			“But what if the water were deep enough to go past a tall person’s head?” I asked.

			“Then we would turn back,” they replied.

			“But what if the water came on in a rush when you’d already crossed the bridge and reached the meadow, what would you do then?”

			“We don’t know.”

			I asked how long it took them to get here from the Corrie Crofts and the Rock Crofts and was told: one hour. And their homes must indeed have been that remote. They lie on the far side of the Zirder on ground just as barren as the Corrie, but their inhabitants are very industrious, mainly burning lime from their rocks and transporting it far away. 

			I asked whether their parents had also instructed them to spare their shoes and socks, which they affirmed, and I marveled at the inconsistency with which they held their dry shoes and socks in their hands while standing before me with wretchedly wet hose and skirts.

			I asked what they did in the winter.

			“We cross then too,” they said.

			“But what if there’s snowmelt on the meadow?”

			“Then we don’t take our shoes off, we keep them on and walk through.”

			“And what if the bridge is icy?”

			“Then we have to be careful.”

			“And what if there’s a blizzard?”

			“That doesn’t matter.”

			“And what if the snow is awfully deep, and there’s no path?”

			“Then we stay home.”

			At that moment the parson came toward me with the last of the children. It was time too; for the children had already grown so confiding that a tiny little boy, carrying the basis and beginning of all the sciences on a square of cardboard, was about to recite the alphabet to me.

			Seeing me in the children’s midst, the parson greeted me warmly, saying how good it was of me to rush to their assistance too.

			Taken aback by the suggestion, I said at once that I had not come to assist them, for I had not known that any children were going to cross the bridge, but if assistance had been necessary, I surely would have been glad to provide it.

			Now, as he stood there in the children’s midst, I saw that he must have been far deeper in the water than they, for he was wet to the hips and beyond, a depth that would have reached up to some of the children’s necks. Not understanding the discrepancy, I asked him about it. He said that it was easy to explain. The Wenn farmer, who owned the flooded meadow where he had been standing in the water just now, had dug rocks out of the meadow the day before yesterday, and carted them away. A pit was left behind. Today, seeing the meadow by the Zirder covered with water, he had thought that the children’s path might pass close to this pit, and one of them might come to harm. And so he thought to stand next to the pit to avert any danger. But as its sides were steep, he had slipped in himself, and once standing in it he had remained there. One of the smaller children might even have drowned in the pit, deep as it was dug. The meadow would have to be leveled again; for the water was murky when it flooded, and concealed the depth and the irregularity of the ground underfoot.

			The wet children crowded around the wet parson, they kissed his hand, they talked to him, he talked to them, or they stood there and gazed up at him confidingly.

			But at last he said that they should wring out their wet skirts now and squeeze or brush the water from all their clothes, and whoever had shoes and socks should put them on; then they should get moving, so as not to catch cold, they should go stand in the sun to dry more quickly, and then go to school, and behave themselves.

			“Yes, we’ll do that,” they said.

			And at once they did as instructed, they bent or crouched down, they wrung out their skirts, they squeezed the water from the feet of their hose, or they pressed and wiped it from folds and flaps, and I saw that they did so adroitly. It was no grave matter either; they all wore linen shifts, unbleached or striped with red or blue, which would soon dry and barely show that they had been wet, and as far as their health went, I thought, their young bodies would easily withstand the damp. Once they finished wringing out the water, they proceeded to put on their shoes and socks. When they had finished this too, the parson bade me farewell again, thanked me once more for coming, and headed with the children down the path into the Corrie.

			I called to the children to work hard at school, they called back “Yes, yes,” and went off with the parson.

			I saw the figure of the parson, amid the throng of children, crossing the damp meadow to the Corrie school, and then I turned and took the path that led to my rocks. I had decided not to go up to the High Road, but return at once to my men and the place where I was working, because I had no time to lose, and still had the provisions the parson had spurned the night before. And I wanted to put my men’s minds at rest, for they had surely learned that I had not returned to the High Road that night, and might be worried about me.

			Climbing toward the heights of the limestone hills, I thought about the children. How great a thing is inexperience and innocence. Obeying their parents they go where they might find death; for when the Zirder floods the danger is very great, and the children’s ignorance can make it incalculably great. But they know nothing of death. Though its name may cross their lips, they do not know its nature, and their upward-striving life has no perception of extinction. If they themselves slipped into death, they would not know, and would die before they realized it.

			As I thought these things, I heard the little bell in the Corrie’s church belfry ringing out into my rocks, a summons to the early Mass to be held by the parson and attended by the children.

			I went deeper into the rocks and found my men, who were glad to see me and had brought me provisions. —

			What with the length of my stay in the region, I could not help hearing things about the parson from other people’s lips. I heard it was really true—after his words I had no longer doubted it anyway—that for many years now he had slept on the wooden bench in his vestibule, with the Bible under his head, wearing only his gray woolens in summer, and using a blanket in winter. He had worn his clothes so long, and kept them in such good repair, that no one could remember when he had ever bought new ones. He rented out the upper floor of his parsonage. A man had come along who had held an office and then retired, and was now living off his income in the place of his birth. He had availed himself of the parson’s rented room to take up lodgings there with his daughter, so that he could look out on the setting in which he had spent his childhood. That a man would seek out, as the balm and delight of his old age, a region anyone else would seek to escape, was renewed proof for me of—as the poet said—the sweet attraction that our birthplace exerts upon us, never letting us forget it. The parson was said to eat nothing but a piece of black bread for breakfast and supper, while his midday meal was prepared by his servant Sabine, who cooked it at home and brought it to the parsonage. It often consisted of warm milk or a soup, or even cold dishes in the summer. When he was sick, he did not send for the doctor or for medicine, but went to bed and fasted until he recovered. With the income from the rent and his salary he did good deeds for people he selected with care. He had no relatives and no friends. In all the years he had lived here, no one had ever come to visit him. All his predecessors had been pastors in the Corrie for a short time only, and then moved on, but he had already been here a long while, and it seemed he would stay till the end of his life. He never went visiting in the neighborhood; indeed he had few dealings with people, and when he was not busy with his official duties or at the school, he would read in his chamber, or he would walk across the meadow to the Corrie Rocks and walk about in the sand there, or sit there alone with his thoughts.

			There was a widespread rumor in the area that because of how he lived, he had money saved, and he had been robbed three times already.

			I could not know which of these things were true and which were untrue. Each time I met him I saw his calm clear blue eyes, his simple nature, and his bitter unfeigned poverty. Whatever his past had been, I did not probe, nor did I wish to.

			I had heard several of his sermons too. They were Christian in a simple way, and though their oratory left something to be desired, they were clear and serene, and there was such goodness in them that they entered the heart.

			My assignment in the district drew on and on. The rocky recesses of that forbidding landscape posed such obstacles that we seemed likely to require twice as much time as for an equal expense of tamed, fertile land. As though that were not enough, the authorities effectively set us a time limit by instructing us to take up work in a different part of the realm at a certain date. Not wanting to disgrace myself by falling behind, I did all that I could to pick up the pace of our work. I left the High Road, I had a shack built in the part of the Corrie Rocks where we were working, I lived in the shack and shared the common meals cooked over the campfire. I had all the men move close to me, living in shacks in or near the site of our work, and I hired several new men for odd jobs to expedite the proceedings.

			Now we got down to hammering surveying driving stakes chaining setting up plane tables sighting through theodolites constructing lines goniometry computation and the like. We advanced through the rocky hills, and our markings spread through the limestone terrain. It was an honor to survey this tricky patch of ground, and I was proud to do a fine and handsome job of it, often working deep into the night in my shack. I drew some sheets twice over, and discarded the inferior ones. All the material was properly sorted.

			Understandably, amid these activities the parson faded into the background. But once, not having seen him in the Corrie Rocks for some time, I grew uneasy. I was used to seeing his black figure among the rocks, visible from afar as the only dark spot in the limestone expanse that stretched gray in the twilight or glowed red in the setting sun’s rays. Thus I asked about him, and learned that he was ill. At once I resolved to visit him. I used my first free moment to do so, or rather, I freed myself the very next evening, and went to him.

			I found him not in his usual bed in the vestibule, but in the chamber, on the wooden bench where he had made my bed that stormy night. Under his body they had spread the wool blankets I had used, and he had let them, because he was ill. They had given him a blanket to cover himself as well, and had moved the spruce table next to his bed so that he could put his book and other things there.

			Thus I found him.

			He lay there quietly, and even now could not be persuaded to admit a doctor or take medicine, not even the simplest remedies that were brought to him in his room. His reason was a strange one: that to seek treatment would be to tempt God, for God had sent the illness, and God would take it away, or would let it be followed by the death he decreed. Finally, too, he had little faith in the beneficial effects of the medicines or the skill of the doctors.

			When he saw me, his expression turned quite cheerful; he was clearly delighted that I had come. I asked him to forgive me for not coming sooner, I had not known that he was ill, because of all my work I had not left my shack to go out into the Corrie Rocks, but I had missed him, had asked about him, and now I had come.

			“That’s a fine thing, that’s very fine,” he said.

			I promised to come more often now.

			Questioning him more closely about his state, I gathered that his illness was not serious, though likely to linger, and so I went away with my mind put at rest. All the same, one day I called for post-horses and rode to the city to consult a doctor I knew, setting forth all the symptoms I had learned of by questioning the pastor on several visits. He assured me that I had seen things rightly, that the malady was not a grave one, that nature could do more than human hands, and that the parson would recover, though it would take some time.

			As I came to see the pastor more often, I grew so used to sitting on the chair at his bedside for a spell in the evening and chatting, that I began to do so every day. I left the Corrie Rocks after my day’s work was done and crossed the meadows to the parsonage, and afterward worked by candlelight in my shack. I could visit more easily now that I was living quite close to the parsonage, which had been far from the case on the High Road. I was not the only person looking after the parson, though. Old Sabine, his maidservant, not only came to the parson’s house more often than duty required, she spent most of the time she could spare from her own household, which consisted only of her, in the parsonage, performing the little services a sick man required. Apart from the old woman there also came a girl, the daughter of the man who rented the room on the upper floor of the parsonage. The girl, strikingly beautiful, would bring the parson soup or some other dish, or inquire about his health, or ask on her father’s behalf whether he could help the parson in any way. The parson always held quite still when the girl came into his room, he pulled the blanket up to his chin and never stirred beneath it.

			The schoolteacher also came by often, and several fellow clergymen from the area dropped in to inquire about his health.

			Whether it was the illness that unbent the man, or the daily visit that brought us closer together, we grew much better acquainted now that the parson was ill. He spoke more, and revealed more of himself. I sat at the spruce table that stood by his bed, arriving punctually every day. As he could not leave the house, and could not go into the Corrie Rocks, he made me report the changes taking place there. He asked me if the blackberries in Kulter Hollow were already starting to ripen, if the grass by the Zirder Heights, which in spring turned such a pretty green, was already yellowing and withering, if the limestone was continuing to weather, if the fallen chunks in the Zirder were accumulating and the sand was proliferating, and other things of that sort. I told him these things, and other things as well, I told him where we had worked, how far we had advanced, and where we would start in the morning. As I did, I explained certain things about our work that had been obscure to him. Sometimes I read to him from the newspapers which I had delivered by messenger to the Corrie Rocks twice a week.

			One day, his illness having taken a definite turn for the better, he said that he had a request for me.

			When I replied that I would be very glad to do him any service at all in my power, that he need only say what he wanted and I would do it without fail, he said, “I must tell you something first, before I state my request. Mind you, I’m not telling the story because it’s important, but so that you’ll see how things came to be as they are, and so that you may be more inclined to fulfill my request. You’ve always been very good to me, and recently, I’ve heard, you even rode out to the city to question a doctor about my symptoms. This gives me the courage to turn to you.

			“I am the son of a prosperous tanner in the capital. My great-grandfather was a Swabian foundling who came to the city on foot, staff in hand. He learned the tanning trade through the kindness of benefactors, he sought out several workshops to work in, he went to different countries to earn his bread with his hands, and to learn how the trade is plied everywhere. With this knowledge he returned to our city and worked in a reputable tannery. He distinguished himself by his skills; at last he was made foreman, and the proprietor entrusted him with various responsibilities, and assigned him to conduct experiments developing new preparations. At the same time my great-grandfather tried his hand at small commercial transactions, purchasing raw materials for modest sums and reselling them. In this way he amassed a small amount of capital. Finding himself growing older, he bought a large garden in a remote suburb with unused land adjoining it. He built a workshop and a small house on this land, married a poor girl, and, now his own master, pursued his craft and his commercial dealings. He thrived, and died as a respected man esteemed among tradespeople. He had one son, my grandfather.

			“My grandfather carried on his father’s business. He expanded it still further. He built a large house on the edge of the garden, its windows facing what one day would be a street lined with buildings. Behind the house he built workshops and storerooms. Altogether my grandfather was a great one for building. Aside from the house he built a large compound used for additional workshops and other parts of our business. He sold the vacant land next to our garden, which was worth a great deal, as the city was entering a great boom. He surrounded the garden with a wall that had cast-iron gates at regular intervals. He greatly advanced the business, and constructed great vaults where our own merchandise and the merchandise we traded was displayed for sale. My grandfather in turn had just one son to carry on the business: my and my brother’s father.

			“Our father merely built the drying lofts atop the workshops, added a small wing to the house, facing the garden, and a hothouse. In his day a street had already sprung up outside the main building’s windows, lined with houses, paved with cobblestones, and filled with pedestrians and vehicles. I recall from my childhood that our house was very large and spacious, that it had many yards and rooms used for our business operations. My favorite memory is of the beautiful garden where trees and flowers herbs and vegetables grew. In the buildings’ rooms and yards the journeymen went about dyed almost yellow-brown from working in linen clothes, stacks of leather bundles towered in the great ground-floor vault and the two smaller ones adjoining it, hides hung from the racks in the drying loft, and were sorted in other large rooms. In the sales vault they were stacked neatly on the shelves. There were cows in the cowshed, six horses in the stable, and carriages and wagons in the coach house. I even remember the big black dog Hassan who lived in the big yard, allowing all to come through its gate, but none to go out.

			“Our father was a big strong man who would walk through the spacious rooms of the house, inspecting everything and giving directions. He hardly ever left the house except on business, or to go to church; and when he was at home but not overseeing operations, he would sit at his desk and write. Often he was seen in the garden as well, strolling with his hands behind his back, or standing and gazing up at a tree, or contemplating the clouds. He took pleasure in cultivating fruit trees, hiring a gardener especially for that purpose, and sending for grafts from all over Europe. He was very kind to his men, he provided for them adequately, and saw that each got his due, but also that each did his duty. If one of his men took sick, he would go to his bedside, ask how he was, and often administer the medicine himself. In the house he was known only as Father. He avoided ostentation, going about, if anything, too modestly and too plainly rather than too imposingly, his quarters were simple, and when he rode out in a carriage it had to be one that looked very middle-class.

			“We were two brothers, twins, and our mother had lost her life giving birth to us. Father revered her, and never took another wife, for he could not forget her. As the street was too noisy, we were put in the back wing, facing the garden, which our father had added to the house. We had a large room, with windows that looked out on the garden and a long hallway between it and the other living quarters, and so that we would not have to pass through the front rooms each time we went out, our father had stairs built in the garden wing allowing us to go straight to the garden and from there to the street.

			“After our mother’s death, our father had entrusted the management of the household to a maidservant who had served mother even before her marriage, and had been a sort of governess to her. Our mother had commended her to Father on her deathbed. Her name was Luise. She managed and supervised everything concerning food and drink, regarding the linens the china the furniture in the house the cleaning of the stairs and rooms the heating and airing, in short all that pertained to the house’s inner workings. She was in charge of the maids, and she took care of the needs of us boys.

			“When we grew older, we were given a tutor who lived in the house with us. Two fine rooms were put in order for him, adjoining our room, and together with it making up the entire back of the wing known as the garden wing. From him we learned what all children must begin their learning with: the alphabet reading writing arithmetic. My brother was much cleverer than I, he could memorize the letters, he could join them to form syllables, he could read distinctly and in paragraphs, his sums always came out right, and when he wrote his letters they were always even and on the line. With me it was different. The names of the letters escaped me, and then I couldn’t say the syllables they formed, and when I read I had great trouble with the long words, and it was a torment to go a long time without a comma. In arithmetic I followed the rules, but I generally ended up with very different sums from the ones we were supposed to arrive at. When I wrote I held the pen just right, kept a close eye on the line and moved my hand smoothly up and down, yet the letters were never even, they dipped below the line, they pointed in different directions, and my pen failed to produce the hairline strokes. Our tutor was very dedicated, and my brother showed me many things until I could do them myself. In our room we had a large wooden desk to study at. Each of the table’s long sides had several drawers, one row for my brother to put his school things in, the other for me. A bed stood in each of the back corners, and next to each bed was a night table. At night our door was opened to our tutor’s room.

			“We went into the garden quite often, and passed our time there. Often we took drives through the city with our gray horses, or we drove out into the countryside, or elsewhere, and our tutor always sat with us in the carriage. We walked with him too, strolling on the bastions of the city wall or along an avenue, and whenever some special spectacle came to the city, and our father permitted it, we went with him to see it.

			“Once we had been well instructed in the primary-school subjects, it was time for the Latin school subjects, and our tutor told us that we would be examined on them by the director and the professors. We learned Latin and Greek, we learned natural history and geography mathematics composition and other things. We received religious instruction at home from the worthy chaplain of our parish church, and in matters of religion and morals our father led by example. But as it had been in our earlier lessons, so it was here. My brother learned everything well, he did his exercises well, he could say Latin and Greek things in German, he could solve algebraic equations, and his letters and compositions seemed written by a grown man. I could do none of this. I also worked quite hard, and when I started each subject I didn’t do badly, I understood it, and could say and do things; but as we moved further confusion arose, things became mixed up, I lost my bearings, and could not see clearly. When translating from German, I followed all the rules closely, but each word always had several contradictory rules, and when my translation was finished, it was full of mistakes. It was the same when I translated into German. Each Latin or Greek book always had the strangest words that refused to fall in line, and when I looked them up in the dictionary, they weren’t there, and the Latin and Greek books failed to follow the rules we learned in our grammars. I was best at two secondary subjects which our father had us learn because they could be of use to us in the future, French and Italian, for which a tutor visited us at home each week. My brother and our tutor encouraged me greatly, and sought to assist me. But when it came time for the exams, I fell short, and my grades were poor.

			“Several years passed this way. When the time our father had set for learning these things was over, he said that now we must learn the business he would pass on to us after his death, and that the two of us must carry on as honorably and respectably as his and our forebears had done. He said we must be instructed in the same way as our forefathers so that we would know to do business in the same way as they had. We must learn all the tricks and skills of our trade from the ground up; first we must be able to work like any good worker, like the best worker in our trade, so that we could judge the workers and the work, so that we would know how to treat the workers, and so that the workers would respect us. Only then should we proceed to learn the other things the business required.

			“Our father wished us to live like our workers too, so that we would understand their situation, and not be strangers to them. And so he wished us to eat live and sleep with them. Our tutor left us, leaving each of us a book in remembrance, we moved out of our study and into the workers’ quarters.

			“Our father appointed our business’s best journeyman, who was also the foreman, as our mentor, and committed us to his supervision. Each of us was given a place in his workshop, we were equipped with tools, and had to begin like any apprentice. When we ate we went to the same table where all our workers sat, but we went to the places at the lower end, where the apprentices were. We slept in the apprentices’ dormitory, which adjoined the bedroom of the foreman, the only one who could sleep in a room of his own. For that reason he had to be more than a highly skilled worker, he had to stand out for his rectitude morals and conduct. In our house no other kind of person was hired for that position. He had special supervision over the apprentices because they still required training and discipline. To sleep in we were given beds like the apprentices, and to wear we were given the outfit of all our workers.

			“So it began. But this went just as all previous things had gone. My brother worked quickly, and produced fine pieces of work. I did just as our master instructed, but my pieces didn’t come out as they were supposed to, and weren’t as fine as my brother’s. I worked extraordinarily hard, though. In the evening we often sat in the workers’ common room and listened to them talk. They would mention examples of wicked workers too, but these were not meant to tempt us, rather to fortify us, and fill us with revulsion. Our father said that whoever wishes to live must know life, the good and the evil of it, yet the latter must not assail but rather strengthen him. On such evenings I liked to fetch what the workers sent me for, wine cheese and other things. For that they were very fond of me.

			“Once we had been trained in one workshop, and could do those things, we moved on to another, until at last we were discharged, and entered the trading operations as apprentices. When we were finished there too, we moved on to the office and the clerical work of our business.

			“When, after a considerable time, our years of apprenticeship were over, we moved into the room where the sons of the house lived, and were given the simple clothing our father was wont to wear.

			“A short time after we had finished our apprenticeship, when my brother was already being consulted on all the aspects of the business, our father took ill. He wasn’t so seriously ill that there was any danger to be feared, nor did he have to take to his bed, but his sturdy form dwindled, he grew lighter, he wandered about in the house and the garden, and no longer devoted himself to our business dealings as had once been his habit and his pleasure.

			“My brother took over the management of the business, I had no need to get involved, and in the end our father spent most of the day in his sitting room, when he wasn’t in the garden.

			“Around this time I asked permission to move back into our old study to live there. My request was granted, and I moved my belongings down the long hallway into the study. As our father gave no instructions and no commands regarding the business, and my brother assigned me no work, I had the leisure to do as I pleased. No one had reproached me for failing to get adequate marks in our academic subjects, and so I resolved to go over them once more, and learn everything properly. I took a book from the shelf, sat down, and read the beginning. I understood everything, and studied it, and memorized it. The next day I repeated what I’d learned the previous day, tested myself to see if I still knew it, and studied a new section as well. I assigned myself very little material, but I tried to understand it, and retain it thoroughly in my memory. I assigned myself exercises to work through, and succeeded at them. I looked for the exercises we had been given by our tutor, did them over, and this time I made no mistakes. What I had done with one book, I did with the others. I studied hard, and little by little I was spending all day in the study. When I had some free time, I liked to sit and take up the book my tutor had given me in remembrance, and think of the man who had lived with us back then.

			“In the study all had been left as it was. The big oak desk still stood in the middle, still bearing the marks we had made in its wood, intentionally with our knives or by chance with other instruments, still showing the dried rivulets of ink that were left when an accident happened with the inkstand and no amount of washing or sanding would help. I pulled out the drawers. Mine held my schoolbooks still, with the red chalk or pencil strokes showing how far we had to read; they still held the notebooks in which we had worked out our exercises, and the tutor’s red ink strokes shone out, showing our mistakes; they still held the old dusty pencils and pens. It was the same with my brother’s drawers. They, too, held his old learning materials in immaculate order. Now I learned at the very same table the lessons I’d learned years before. I slept in the same bed, next to it the night table with the candle. But my brother’s bed was empty, and was always covered up. In the two rooms the tutor had occupied I kept several chests of clothes and other things, but other than that they, too, were unused, with nothing but the same old furniture. Thus I was the sole occupant in the back of the garden wing, and this went on for several years.

			“Suddenly our father died. My shock was tremendous. No one had thought that death was so near, that indeed there was any danger at all. To be sure, lately he had withdrawn more and more, his figure was stooped, and often he spent days at a time in bed; but we had grown so used to this state of affairs that in the end it seemed routine, all who lived in the house saw him as their father, who belonged so essentially to the house that no one could imagine his passing, and I really never thought that he could die, and that he was so ill. At first all was thrown into confusion, but then his body was prepared for the funeral. Behind his coffin went all the poor people of the district, there went the men from his business his friends many strangers his house staff and his two sons. Many tears were wept, such as are wept for few of our countrymen, and folks said that an outstanding man an excellent citizen and an honorable businessman had been laid to rest. Several days later his will was opened, and it said that we two brothers had been appointed heirs and had inherited the business jointly. 

			“After some time had passed my brother said to me that the entire burden of the business now rested on our shoulders, and at that I disclosed to him that I had relearned the Latin Greek natural history geology and arithmetic in which I had made so little progress back when we were being tutored, and that now I was almost fully conversant in these things. But he replied that Latin Greek and the other subjects were not exactly essential to our trade, and that I had made these efforts too late. I rejoined that just as I had relearned these academic subjects, I would gradually relearn all the operations and skills that were directly required for our business. At this he repeated that if the business were forced to wait for me, by the time I was ready it would already have gone under. But he promised to shoulder all that lay in his power, and leave me to do as I pleased, I could observe, I could help, I could go on studying, but one way or the other my share would be preserved for me undiminished.

			“I went back to my study and did not interfere with the business affairs, for it seemed I did not understand them, and he left me there. In fact, he even sent me better furniture and provided me with various amenities so that I would not be uncomfortable. After some time had passed he appeared with our family’s lawyer with court officials and with witnesses who had been friends of our father, and gave me a legal document stating my hereditary claims, my share of the inheritance, and what was due to me in future. My brother the witnesses and I signed the document.

			“I went on studying; my brother managed the full scope of the business. After a quarter of a year he brought me a sum of money and said that this was the interest due to me from my share of the inheritance that was invested in the business. He said that he would hand over this sum to me every quarter. He asked me whether I was content and I replied that I was very content.

			“After another such interval had passed, he put it to me that my studies did, after all, have to lead somewhere, and asked whether I wouldn’t be inclined to work toward becoming a member of the learned professions for which the things now occupying me were the prerequisites. When I replied that I had never considered the matter, and that I didn’t know what profession might befit me, he said that was not necessary now, I should merely use the knowledge I had gained to begin taking the examinations, so that I would have certificates of my qualifications; I should seek to master the missing subjects and take those examinations as well, and when the time had come for me to decide on a profession, I would have more experience and be in a better position to decide which direction to take.

			“Very pleased with the suggestion, I consented. After some time I took the first examinations in the lower disciplines, and did exceptionally well. This emboldened me, and with great zeal I went about acquiring the remaining knowledge. My heart stirred joyfully within me at the thought of someday belonging to one of the professions that I had always regarded with such awe, that serve the world with their scholarship and their skill. I worked very hard, I scraped the time together, I rarely set foot in the rest of the house, and after another interval had elapsed, I was able to pass another examination with good results.

			“And so I had wholly become the garden wing’s denizen, I was allowed to remain so, and with a clear conscience could devote myself to my endeavors.

			“The back of our garden adjoined another garden, though it was really more of a meadow, with a tree here and there that no one tended. The path through that other garden passed just outside one of our cast-iron gates. In that garden I always saw beautiful white sheets and other linens hung up on long lines. I often gazed over at them, sometimes from my windows sometimes through the gate when I happened to be in the garden. When they were dry they were gathered up in a basket, while a woman stood by giving instructions. Then the woman took a cloth to wipe off the lines strung between the posts, and wet sheets were hung up. This woman was a widow. Her husband had held a position that earned him a good living. Shortly after his death his kind old employer died as well, whose son had such a hard heart that he gave the widow just enough to keep her from starving. And so she rented the garden that adjoined ours, and she rented the little house that stood in the garden. With the money her husband had left her she fit out the house and garden so that she could do the washing for people who entrusted her with linens of all kinds, delicate and otherwise. She had cauldrons installed in the little house, as well as other equipment for boiling the laundry and preparing the lye. She set up washing rooms, and places where the laundry could be ironed and folded, and for the winter and spells of bad weather she built a drying loft. In the garden she had posts driven into the ground at regular intervals, with rings attached to the poles and lines that were drawn through the rings and frequently changed. A brook ran behind the house, which was what had prompted the widow to establish her laundry here. There were channels for pumping water from the brook to the cauldrons, and a washhouse was built over the water of the brook. The woman had hired many maids who had to do the work properly while she stood by, gave instructions, and showed the right way to do everything; as she did not have the laundry treated with brushes and crude instruments, and as she made sure that it was very white, and that worn spots were mended, she had a great many customers, she had to expand her establishment and hire more workers, and not infrequently a fine lady would come and sit with her under the tall pear tree in the garden.

			“This woman had a little daughter, a child, no she was a child no longer—I didn’t rightly know whether she was still a child or not. The daughter had delicate red cheeks, she had delicate red lips and innocent brown eyes that gazed about kindly. Over these eyes her lids were big and gentle, and from them drooped long lashes, dainty and demure. Her dark hair lay beautifully on her head, parted smoothly and neatly by her mother. At times the girl carried a long basket of fine wicker; a very fine white cloth was spread over the basket, and it must have held exquisite linens which the child had to take to some woman or other.

			“I so loved to look at her. Sometimes I stood at the window and looked over at the garden where washing always hung on the lines, except when night fell, or bad weather came, and I was very fond of those white things. Then sometimes the girl would come out, cross the meadow hither and thither on various tasks, or, though the little house was quite hidden behind the branches, I would see her standing by the window and learning her lessons. Soon I knew the time when she carried out the washing, and I would sometimes go down into the garden then and stand by the cast-iron gate. The path went by the gate, and so the girl had to pass me. She knew quite well that I was standing there; for she always blushed, and walked with more restraint.

			“One day, seeing her come from afar with the washing, I quickly reached through the bars of the gate, laid in her path a beautiful peach I had picked beforehand for that very purpose, and went into the bushes. I went in too deep to see her. When so much time had gone by that she must long since have passed, I came out again, but the peach was still lying on the path. Now I waited for the time of her return. But when she had returned, and I went to look, the peach was still lying on the path. I took it back in. The same thing happened again a while later. The third time I stood where I was, the peach lying with its soft red cheek in the sand, and said as she approached: ‘Take it.’ She looked at me, hesitated for a moment, then bent down and took the fruit. I no longer know where she tucked it away, but I know for certain that she took it. After some time had passed I did the same thing again, and once again she took the fruit. This happened several times, and at last I handed her the peach through the bars.

			“Finally we also spoke. What we spoke of, I no longer recall. They must have been ordinary things. We also held hands.

			“In time I could hardly wait for her to come with her basket. I was standing at the gate every time. She stopped when she reached me, and we spoke to each other. Once I asked her to show me the things in the basket. She parted the linen cover with little strings and showed them to me. Inside lay ruffs fine sleeves and other things that had been ironed. She told me what they were called, and when I said how beautiful they were, she replied: ‘The linens belong to an old countess, I always have to take them to her myself, so that nothing happens to them, because they’re so fine.’ When I said again, ‘Yes, they’re fine, they’re extraordinarily fine,’ she replied: ‘Indeed they are fine, my mother says that linens are a home’s highest good next to silver, they are fine white silver themselves, and if they are sullied, they can always be cleansed to fine white silver again. They are our noblest and closest garments. That’s why Mother collected so much linen that we had plenty after my father’s death, and that’s why she has taken on the task of cleaning other people’s linens, and won’t let them be touched with rough, unfitting things. Gold is precious too, but it’s not a household good, it’s mere adornment.’ At these words I recalled indeed that on her body, at her neck or at her sleeves, I had always seen the finest white linen, and that her mother always wore a snow-white bonnet with a fine ruffle surrounding her face.

			“From that moment on I took some of the money my brother gave me every quarter and purchased very fine linens like those of the genteel countess, and all sorts of silver housewares.

			“Once, as we stood there together, her mother passed nearby and cried: ‘Johanna, for shame.’ We were ashamed of ourselves indeed, and ran away from each other. My cheeks burned with shame, and I would have been horrified if anyone had seen me in the garden.

			“From then on we never met at the gate again. I went into the garden whenever she passed, but I stayed in the bushes so that she couldn’t see me. She walked past with flushed cheeks and downcast eyes.

			“Now I had dressers put in the two rooms that adjoined my sitting room, with narrow top drawers in which I placed the silver and wide bottom drawers in which I laid the linens. I stacked together what belonged together, and tied it up with red silk ribbons.

			“When for some time I had not seen the girl pass the gate, I didn’t dare to ask, and when at last I did ask, I learned that she had been sent to another city, and would become a distant kinsman’s bride.

			“I cried so hard then, I thought my soul would leave my body.

			“But some time later a terrible thing happened. My brother had one main money-dealer who always lent him, on trust, up to a certain sum of money for running expenses, to be squared as circumstances allowed. I don’t know whether other people undermined my brother’s credit or whether the money-dealer himself grew apprehensive after two businesses that owed us considerable amounts failed and cost us our fortune: from then on he refused to pay our bills of exchange. My brother had to cover several with large sums, and lacked the cash to do so. The friends he turned to grew apprehensive themselves, and so it came that the bill creditors sued, and that our house our other properties and our goods were assessed to see whether they would suffice without seizing outstanding monies owed to us. When this became known, all those with demands upon us came and wanted them fulfilled; but those who owed us money did not come. My brother meant not to tell me, so as not to grieve me, believing that he could pull through. But when our house was ordered to be sold for the immediate payment of our bill debts, he could keep it from me no longer. He came to my room and told me everything. I gave him the money I had; my needs were very modest, and I had saved a large share of my income. I opened the narrow top drawers of my dressers and laid out all my silver on our oaken desk and offered it to him. He said it was not enough to save the house and the business, and refused to take it. Nor did the court make any demands of me, but I could not stand to see my brother leave claims unfulfilled, thus burdening his conscience, and so I added it all to the other assets. Taken together it was enough to pay all the creditors’ claims, satisfying them in every particular. But our beautiful house with its back wing and our beautiful garden were lost.

			“I’ve forgotten all the other blows that followed; but even the prospect of using the remaining money to establish a small business and gradually build ourselves up again was soon thwarted.

			“My brother, who was unmarried, was so deeply grieved that he came down with a fever and died. His coffin was followed by no one but myself and several people to whom he had done good turns. Ever since my great-grandfather’s generation there had been nothing but only children, sons, down to myself and my brother, and our housekeeper Luise had passed away long before, and so I had no relatives and no friends left.

			“I had seized on the idea of becoming a preacher of the Word of God, a priest. Even if I was unworthy, I thought, God through His mercy might still let me strive to become an unobjectionable servant and representative of His Word and His works.

			“I gathered up my certificates and papers, went to the seminary and anxiously requested admittance. It was granted me. At the set time I moved into a room there and began my studies. They went well, and when I was finished, I was consecrated as a servant of God. At first I served by assisting old parsons with their ministry. That brought me into different situations, and I got to know people. From the parsons I learned spiritual and worldly qualities. When enough years had passed that no one could take it amiss if I applied for a parish, I asked for this one, and received it. I have spent more than twenty-seven years here, and now I shall never leave. People say it’s a bad parish, but it yields enough for a preacher of the gospel to live on. They say its countryside is ugly, but that’s not true either, if only you look at it properly. My predecessors were transferred to other parsonages. But my living colleagues who are my age or somewhat younger distinguished themselves greatly during their training, and are superior to me in all their qualities, and so I will never request to be promoted and moved elsewhere. My parishioners are good, they have opened their hearts to many an instructive word of mine, and will open them in future.

			“And then I have a worldly, more personal reason for staying in this place. You’ll learn it later on, when you hear the request I have to make of you. I’m coming to that request, but there is one more thing I must say before I make it. In this parsonage I’ve begun to save money for a certain purpose, not a bad purpose, concerning not just worldly well-being, but another kind as well. I won’t mention that purpose now, it shall become known at some point, but it was the reason why I began to save. I brought no savings with me from my father’s house; the remaining money that came in was used for various things, and for years no more has come. My only legacy from my father is that one single crucifix that hangs on my door above the stoup. My grandfather bought it in Nuremberg, and as I was always fond of it, my father gave it to me. And so I began to put away money from the income of my parsonage. I wore simple clothes and kept them as long as possible in good repair, I disposed of the bed, and lay on the bench in the vestibule with the Bible under my head as my witness and succor. I stopped keeping servants, and hired old Sabine’s services, which suffice for me. I eat what is good and beneficial for the human body. I’ve rented out the upper floor of the parsonage. I’ve been reprimanded twice for that by the honorable episcopal consistory, but now they tolerate it. Because people supposed I kept money in my house, which was true, I was robbed of it three times, but always started over from the beginning. As the thieves took only the money, I sought to remove it from their grasp. I have invested it in absolutely safe securities, and when interest accrues, I reinvest it. And so I have not been troubled for many years. Over this long span of time my way of life has become a habit, and I love it. But there is one sin against this frugality that weighs upon my conscience: I still have the fine linens that I laid up in my room in our garden wing. It is a grave error, but I have sought to atone for it by skimping still more on my physical needs and other things. I am too weak to do without them. It would be so sad if I had to give away the linens. After I die they’ll bring in some money, after all, and I don’t even use the bulk of them.”

			Now I knew why he was ashamed of his splendid linens.

			“I am sorry,” he went on, “that I cannot help the people here as much I would wish to; but I can use the linens for no other purpose, and not everyone can do all the good they might wish to; the greatest fortune would not suffice for that.

			“You see, now I have told you everything, how it has been with me, and how it is still. Now I come to my request. Perhaps, when you consider all the things I have told you, you will grant it. It will be burdensome to fulfill, though, and it’s only your kindness and goodness that permits me to put it forth. I have deposited my will with the court in Karsberg, in the castle. I presume that it is secure there, and I have the receipt here in my house. But all human things are subject to change, fire devastation an enemy invasion could come and imperil my will. And so I have prepared two identical copies to keep as securely as possible, so that after my death they may come to light and their purpose be fulfilled. That is my request, that you take one copy into your hands, and keep it safe. The other I will keep here, or I will give it to someone else to keep in order to fulfill its purpose. Of course then you must allow me, when you leave this place, to write you a note from time to time, telling you that I am still alive. When the letters cease, you will know that I am dead. Then you must send the testament through reliable hands, and against receipt, to Karsberg, or to whichever authorities can execute it. All this is only a precaution in case the one deposited with the court should be lost. The will is sealed, and you shall learn its contents after my death, if you are not averse to fulfilling my request.”

			I told the parson that I would be delighted to comply with his wish, that I would keep the document with as much care as my own most precious things that would be irreplaceable if destroyed, and that I would gladly follow all his instructions. And I hoped that the time was yet distant when his testament and its two copies would be unsealed.

			“We are all in God’s hands,” he said, “it may be today, it may be tomorrow, it may take many years yet. For the sake of the purpose I’m pursuing alongside my pastoral duties, I hope it may not be so soon; but God knows what is best, and to bring even this one work to fruition he does not require me.”

			“But as I might die before you,” I rejoined, “for good measure I shall keep written instructions with the will, passing my obligation into other hands.”

			“You are very good,” he replied, “I knew you would be so kind, I was sure of it. Here is the document.”

			With these words he drew a document out from under his pillow. It was folded and sealed with three seals. He placed it in my hands. I examined the seals; they were clean and intact and displayed a simple cross. On the outside were the words THE LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT OF THE PARSON IN THE CORRIE. I went to the table, took a sheet of paper from my letter case, wrote that on that day I had received from the parson a paper sealed with three seals bearing a cross and marked with the words LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT OF THE PARSON IN THE CORRIE. I handed him this attestation, and he slipped it under his pillow. For the moment I put the will in the satchel that carried my drawings and other work.

			After this discussion I stayed with the pastor for quite a while, and our conversation turned to other, more trivial matters. Sabine came in with his meal, the girl from the upper floor came down to ask how he was feeling. When the stars showed high in the sky, I walked to my hut through the pale rocks and the soft sand, thinking of the parson. For the time being I put the will in the case where I kept my valuables, so that later, at home, I could store it safely.

			In my rocky maze I passed the time that followed the parson’s story just as I had passed the previous time. We surveyed, and worked, and drew; by day I gathered material, toward evening I visited the parson, spent a few hours at his bedside, and then worked at night in my shack while one of my men fried me a scanty steak at the makeshift stove.

			Little by little the parson got better, finally leaving his bed, just as the doctor in the city had said he would, then he went outside, he went back to church, and at last he went back out into the Corrie Rocks, wandering about in the hills or standing by and watching us work.

			But everything comes to an end, and so did our long sojourn in the Corrie Rocks. We had advanced farther and farther, we had come closer and closer to the boundary of the district assigned to us, at last the posts were set up along it, everything had been surveyed up to that point, and after a little bit of paperwork the Corrie Rocks, in their entire likeness, were stored away on many sheets in our portfolio. The rods the posts the workshops were cleared away at once, the shacks were dismantled, my men went their separate ways, and the Corrie Rocks were as they had been, free and empty of these inhabitants.

			I packed my suitcase, took my leave from the parson from the schoolteacher from Sabine from the tenant and his daughter and from other people, had my trunk taken to the High Road, went there on foot, sent for post-horses, and when they had come, I rode forth from the scene of my work hitherto.

			I must mention a very strange feeling I had then. Something approaching profound melancholy seized me as I parted from the region which, when I first set foot there, had seemed so repellent. As I emerged into more inhabited parts, I was compelled to turn around in my carriage and gaze back at the rocks where the lights glimmered, so gentle and faint, and whose recesses held the lovely blue shadows where I had long lingered, while now I rode forth to green meadows to marked-off fields and tall upward-striving trees.

			Five years later chance took me back to the vicinity, and I seized the opportunity to visit the Corrie Rocks. I found the parson walking about in it as before, or occasionally sitting on one of the rocks to look around. His clear blue eyes were just as they had been.

			I showed him the letters that I had received from him, and had kept. He thanked me very warmly for having sent a reply to each letter, he said that they were a joy to him and that he read them often. He showed my letters to me as we sat together again at the spruce table in his chamber.

			The Zirder, a sky-blue ribbon, flowed through the rocks, the rocks had their gray hue, and the sand lay at their feet. The strips of green and the few shrubs were unchanged. On the High Road the innkeeper and his wife were as before, even their children were almost as before, indeed the old guests seemed to be sitting at the tables, so great is the resemblance among the people who travel over that ridge.

			After that visit to the area my business did not take me there again, nor did I find time to visit the Corrie on my own. Many years passed, and the parson’s wish that God might grant him a long life on account of his purpose seemed to be fulfilled. Every year I received several letters from him, which I answered regularly, and which resumed regularly the next year. I seemed to notice just one thing: that the letters revealed something like a tremor in his hand.

			After long years a letter came from the schoolteacher. In it he wrote that the parson had fallen ill, that he spoke of me, and that he had said, “If only he knew I was ill.” So he had taken the liberty of informing me, not knowing whether it might not do some good, and he asked my forgiveness for being so intrusive.

			I replied that I could not regard his letter as an intrusion, that in fact he did me a great service, for I took a great interest in the parson in the Corrie. I begged him to write me often about the parson’s condition, and if it should worsen, to inform me at once. And if, contrary to expectations, God should swiftly subject him to his mortal fate, he should tell me that, too, without the slightest delay.

			To reassure the parson I wrote to him as well, saying that I had heard of his illness, and had asked the schoolteacher to write me frequently about his condition; I begged him not to exert himself to write me, and to have himself a bed made in the chamber, and told him that, as in previous years, his indisposition would soon pass. At the moment my work did not permit me to visit.

			He wrote me a few lines nonetheless, replying that he was very very old, that he was waiting patiently and was not afraid.

			After the schoolteacher had written two letters saying that no change in the parson’s state had occurred, there came a third, reporting that he had passed away after receiving the last rites.

			Reproaching myself, I now set everything aside and prepared for the journey. I took the sealed paper from my cabinet, I took the parson’s letters too, which could help identify his handwriting, and I set out for Karsberg.

			When I arrived, I was told that the parson’s will had been officially deposited at the castle, that a second one had been found in his belongings, and that I should report at the castle in two days to present my will, after which the wills would be opened and verified.

			I spent those two days in the Corrie. The schoolteacher told me about the parson’s last days. He had lain quietly in his illness, as in the illness during which I had so often visited him. Again he had taken no medicine, until the parson from the Wenn, a neighbor of the Corrie parson’s and the same man who administered the last rites, had put it to him that he must use earthly remedies as well, and leave it to God whether they would work or not. From that moment on he took everything he was given, and submitted to all that was done with him. He lay in his chamber again, where once more they had made him a bed from woolen blankets. Sabine was always with him. When it came time to die, he made no special preparations, but lay as he had every day. No one could tell whether he knew he was dying. He was as usual, and spoke his usual words. At last he fell into a gentle slumber, and it was over.

			He was undressed so as to be clothed for the bier. The finest of his linens were put on him. Then he was dressed in his threadbare coat, and over his coat came his surplice. Like this he was laid out on the bier. The people came in great numbers to view his body, for they had never seen such a thing; he was the first parson who had died in the Corrie. He lay there with his white hair, and his face was mild, only much paler than it had been, and his blue eyes were covered by their lids. Several of his colleagues came to inter him. When his coffin was lowered into the ground, many of the people who had gathered began to weep.

			Now I inquired about his tenant on the upper floor. He came down himself to the parsonage vestibule where I was, and spoke to me. He had hardly any hair left, and so he wore a black skull cap on his head. I asked about his lovely daughter, who had been a quick young girl back then, when she often came into the parson’s sickroom on my visits. She had gotten married in the capital, and was the mother of almost grown children. She had not been with the parson in his last days either. The tenant told me that he would probably have to move to his daughter’s; he would surely lose his apartment when the new parson came, and would not find another one in the Corrie.

			Old Sabine was the only one who had not changed; she looked exactly as she had back when she tended the ailing parson on my first visit. No one knew how old she was, and she did not know herself.

			I had to stand in the vestibule of the parsonage because the little chamber and the vault adjoining the vestibule had been sealed. The single wooden bench, the parson’s bed, stood in its usual place, and no one had paid it any thought. But the Bible no longer lay on the bench; I was told that it had been put in the chamber.

			After the two days that had been set as a waiting period before opening the will, I went to Karsberg and appeared in the courtroom at the appointed hour. A number of people had gathered, and the heads of the parish council and the witnesses had been summoned. The two wills and the catalog of the parson’s estate lay on the table. I was presented with my attestation, which had been found among the parson’s belongings, confirming receipt of his will and was requested to show it. I handed the will over. The handwriting and seals were examined, and the validity of the will was acknowledged.

			In the usual manner, the will deposited with the court was now opened and read, followed by the one I had submitted. It matched the first one word for word. Finally the one found in the parson’s home was opened, and it, too, matched the others word for word. The date and the signature were the same in all three documents. All three wills were immediately declared to be one single will existing in three copies.

			But the contents of the will surprised everyone.

			The parson’s words, leaving off the beginning in which he invokes God’s assistance, commends the document to His protection, and declares that he is in perfect command of his reason and will, go as follows: “Just as every person finds, or should seek, something apart from his position and his profession that he must achieve so as to do all he must in this life, so have I found something to achieve aside from my pastoral duties: I must remove the danger to the children of the Corrie Crofts and the Rock Crofts. The Zirder often floods, and can then become a raging torrent that rapidly sweeps onward; in the first years of my tenure cloudbursts twice caused it to wash away all the crossings and bridges. The banks are low, and the bank on the Corrie side is even lower than the Rock Crofts bank. Three things can happen then: either the Corrie bank is flooded, or the Rock Crofts bank is flooded as well, or even the bridge is swept away. But the children from the Corrie Crofts and the Rock Crofts must cross the bridge to the Corrie to go to school. If the Corrie bank is flooded and they go down from the bridge into the water, some might stray into a pit or a hollow, and be killed; for the muddy water of the flood hides the ground from sight; or while the children are wading through the water it might rise so quickly that they cannot reach dry ground; or they might come from the Rock Crofts bank and go onto the bridge, but find the water over the Corrie bank to be too deep, they might linger, deliberating or wavering, so long that in the meantime the water covering the Rock Crofts bank would be too deep as well; then the bridge is an island, and the children standing upon it can be swept off along with it. And even if none of these things should happen, in winter they walk with their little feet in water filled with snow and ice floes, and do great harm to their health.

			“To put an end to this danger in future, I have begun to save my money, and my instructions are as follows: using the sum of money found to be my property following my death, and adding to it the proceeds from the sale of the possessions I leave behind, a schoolhouse shall be built for the schoolchildren of the Corrie Crofts and the Rock Crofts in their midst, and then part of the sum shall be invested such that the interest can pay the teachers’ salaries, and furthermore another part shall be put to profitable use so that the schoolteacher in the Corrie can be paid an annual compensation for the loss suffered by the children’s absence, and finally, if anything is left, it shall go to my maidservant Sabine.

			“I have written three identical wills, so that they will be safer, and should any other instructions or statements be found in my papers that do not match the content and date of these wills, they shall be invalid.

			“But so that even now the danger may be diminished, I go to the meadow on the Corrie bank every day to look for ditches pits and hollows, and mark them with sticks. I have asked the owner of the meadow to level any pits and hollows as soon as possible, and he has always complied with my requests. When the meadow is flooded, I go out and seek to help the children. I learn the ways of the weather so as to predict floods, and warn the children. I do not stray far from the Corrie, so as not to neglect my duty. And I shall always do so in future.”

			Deposited with the wills were the parson’s accounts up to the date of their drafting. The accounts from that point to the parson’s death were found in his papers. They had been kept with great rigor. From them, too, one saw how diligently the parson had saved. The very smallest amounts, even pennies, were included; new sources of money, however insignificant, were tapped, and little trickles flowed forth from them.

			The auction of the parson’s belongings was set for the fifth day after the opening of the will.

			As we left the court, the parson’s tenant said to me, weeping, “Oh, how I misjudged the man, I almost took him for a miser; my daughter knew him better than that, she always loved the parson dearly. I must write her about this at once.”

			The schoolteacher from the Corrie blessed the parson, who had always been so good to him, and had so liked to visit the school.

			The other people learned the will’s contents as well.

			Only those whom it concerned most closely, the children in the Corrie Crofts and the Rock Crofts, knew nothing of it, or if they learned of it, they did not understand it, and did not know what it was that had been intended for them.

			Wishing to be present at the auction, I returned to the Corrie, and decided to spend the four days visiting various spots in the Corrie Rocks and other areas where I had once worked. It was all unchanged, as though, besides its simplicity, it had also been imbued with immutability.

			When the fifth day had come, the seals were removed from the doors of the parson’s dwelling, and the belongings he had left were auctioned off. Many people had come, and in light of the will the auction took a remarkable course, filled with noteworthy incidents. A coat found among the dead man’s possessions, in the worst conceivable state for a piece of clothing not in tatters, was bought by a parson for a pretty penny. The Corrie parish purchased the Bible to donate it to the church. Even the wooden bench, which had not even been locked away, found a buyer.

			I bought something at the auction as well, namely the little carved wooden crucifix from Nuremberg and all the remaining sheets and tablecloths of that fine and beautiful linen. My wife and I own the linens to this day, and have used them very rarely. We keep them to commemorate the fact that the parson saved these things out of a profound abiding and tender emotion and never used them. Now and then my wife has the linens washed and ironed, delighting in their indescribable immaculate beauty, and then the folded things are tied with the old faded red silk ribbons, which have survived, and are put back in the closet. —

			Now one might ask what the outcome of all this was.

			The sum that the parson had saved and the sum accruing from the auction of his belongings were, taken together, much too small to set up a school. They were too small even to build a medium-sized house of the type common to the area, much less a schoolhouse with classrooms and accommodations for the teachers, and furthermore to cover the teacher’s salary and compensate the former schoolteacher.

			That was like the parson, who did not grasp worldly things, and had to be robbed three times before investing his savings for interest.

			But as evil is always futile in itself, and has no effect in the great scheme of things, whereas good bears fruit, even when begun with inadequate means, so it was here: “To bring this work to fruition God did not require the parson.” When the matter of the will and its shortcomings became known, the rich and prosperous people of the surrounding area came together at once and soon underwrote a sum that seemed adequate to carry out all the parson’s intentions. And each declared that, should any more be necessary, he would be willing to pay it. I, too, contributed my mite.

			I had parted from this district the first time with a sense of melancholy; now tears flowed from my eyes as I left the lonely rocks. —

			Now, as I speak, the schoolhouse has long been standing amid the Corrie Crofts and the Rock Crofts; it stands in a wholesome, airy location in the schoolchildren’s midst. The teacher lives in the building with his family and his assistant, the schoolteacher in the Corrie receives an annual compensation, and a share was even intended for Sabine. But she did not want it, and from the outset allotted it to the schoolteacher’s daughter, of whom she had always been fond.

			The Corrie cemetery’s only cross ever erected for a parson stands on the grave mound of the man who established these things. At times, perhaps, a prayer will be said there, and many a one will stand before it with an emotion that was not felt for the parson while he was yet alive.


			TOURMALINE


			Tourmaline is dark, and what is told here is very dark. It took place in past times, as what was told in the first two pieces took place in past times. Here can be seen, as in a melancholy letter, how far a man may go when he clouds the light of his reason, understanding the world no longer, abandoning the inner law that unfailingly leads him to do what is right, surrendering absolutely to the fervor of his joys and torments, losing hold and slipping into states we barely know how to unriddle.

			In the city of Vienna, some years ago, there lived an odd fellow; such big cities have many sorts of people, engaged in all sorts of things. The fellow we speak of here was a man about forty years of age who lived on the fourth floor of a building on St. Peter’s Square. The gallery leading to his apartment was closed off by a cast-iron gate, on which hung a bell pull that could be rung, whereupon an elderly maid came to unlock the door and show the way in to her master. When one had passed through the gate, the gallery continued; on the right was a door to the kitchen, where the maid was, with a single window looking out onto the gallery, and on the left a long iron balustrade and the open courtyard. The gallery ended at the door to the apartment. Opening the brown door, one entered an antechamber, rather dark, where the great wardrobes holding the clothes stood. It was also used for dining. From this antechamber one entered the master’s room. Strictly speaking it was a very large room with a small side room. In this room all the walls were completely papered over with portraits of famous men. There was not a single patch, not the size of a hand, where the original wall could be seen. So that he, or sometimes a friend, when one came, could contemplate the men quite near or right next to the floor, he had had leather-padded lounges made, of varying heights and on rollers. The lowest was a hand’s breadth high. One could roll a lounge to whichever men one liked, recline upon it and contemplate them. For those higher and highest up, he had double-sided rolling ladders, their wheels covered in green felt, which could be rolled to all parts of the room and from whose steps one gained different perspectives. In fact, all the things in the room had rollers so that one could easily move them from place to place and not be impeded in one’s inspection of the portraits. As far as the fame of these men was concerned, it was all the same to the owner what their life pursuits had been and what pursuits had brought them fame; quite possibly he had them all.

			This room had an enormous grand piano whose note stand held many music books and which he liked to play. There were also two stands with two cases holding violins, which he also played. On a table was a case with two flutes, which he used for his own pleasure and to perfect himself in that art. By one window stood an easel with a paint box, at which he painted in oils. In the adjoining room he had a large desk where he piled many papers and composed poems and wrote stories, and beside which stood his bookcase, in case he wished to take out a book and amuse himself by reading. His bed stood in this room as well, and in the back there was a contraption for working in cardboard, where he made boxes receptacles screens and other decorative objects.

			The neighbors in the house referred to this man as the pension man; but few could say whether he was called that because he lived on a pension or because he worked in a pension office. It could not have been the latter, though, for then he ought to have gone to his office at certain times, but in fact he was home at all hours of the day and often for days at a time, pottering away at the manifold occupations he had taken upon himself. Aside from that he would go to the coffeehouse to watch the chess players, or walk about in the city to observe all the things to be seen there, or join a circle of friends who met at an inn on certain days. So it seemed he must have a small pension enabling him to lead this life.

			This man had a lovely wife, about thirty years old, who had borne him a child, a little girl. His wife occupied a chamber adjoining her husband’s large room, just as large and also with a smaller side room. One could enter the wife’s room from the husband’s, or one could enter it from the antechamber by a little secret passageway, as the apartment’s four rooms were lined up in a row perpendicular to the outside gallery. The little passageway was useful as it allowed the wife, when her husband was receiving friends, to reach the antechamber easily and without disturbing the men, and from there to proceed to the kitchen.

			The wife’s rooms were furnished in her fashion. The larger room had dark curtains at the windows, and in it stood soft couches of the same material, and a fine large table, always dust-free and gleaming to a high sheen, with a few books or drawings or the occasional other thing resting upon it. Mirrors hung on the piers between the windows, with slender pier tables below them holding a few pretty things made of silver or porcelain. At one window stood an exquisite little sewing table with fine linens delicate fabrics and other things for working with, and a small chair in front of it that fit into the window bay. At the second window stood the embroidery frame with an identical little chair, and against the short side wall of the third window bay stood the writing desk, with the writing case the inkstand and an array of writing utensils upon its clean green surface. In a sort of semicircle around the desk stood tall dark plants, some broad of leaf. The large wall clock had no chime, and ticked so softly that it was barely to be heard. Besides these things, in the back of the room stood a curio cabinet with glass panes and silk curtains, so that the wife could place different things in the compartments, and draw shut the silk in front of them.

			The second, smaller room had snow-white curtains that fell in dense folds; near the window stood a table, not for displaying pretty things, but for household purposes. Then came a large chaise longue various chairs and footstools. In the back stood the wife’s white bed draped in white curtains, next to it a night table with a candlestick with a bell with books a tinderbox and other things. Near the bed on a pedestal stood a gilded angel, its wings folded about its shoulders, supporting itself with one hand and gently stretching out the other to hold the tip of a white drape whose lavish folds parted and fell in the shape of a tent. Beneath this tent a dainty basket rested on a table, in the basket a white bed was made up, and in this bed was the couple’s child, the little girl by whose side they often stood to gaze upon the tiny red lips and the rosy cheeks and the little closed eyes. And finally the room held a very fine large painting depicting the Holy Mother with the Infant. It was framed in folds of dark velvet.

			In her rooms the wife presided, she looked after all the child’s needs, and occupied herself with work with reading with embroidery with the management of the household and other things of the kind. She had few dealings with the outside world, nor did women often come to visit her.

			At the time when this couple lived on St. Peter’s Square, another man living in Vienna was causing a great stir. He was a scintillating artist, an actor, and back then the whole world was under his spell. Old men of our day who knew him in his prime go into raptures when they speak of him, telling how he interpreted and performed this role or that, and these speeches generally end by concluding that we have such artists no longer, and nothing the new time brings forth can stand comparison with what our fathers saw. Those of us now getting on in years may have known the actor, and may have seen him perform, yet probably never knew him in the midst of his fame, but only when he was declining from its zenith, albeit he maintained his luster for a very long time, almost into his dotage. This man, named Dall, was chiefly famed for tragedy, though he appeared in other genres, especially dramas, with extraordinary success. Stories have survived of certain moments in which he carried spectators to the utmost extremes, extreme rapture or extreme horror, until they felt they were in reality, not in the theater, and waited anxiously to see how events should unfold. In particular his portrayal of august personages is said to have had such dignity and majesty that nothing of the kind has since been seen on stage. A profound authority on such matters once said that Dall did not devise his roles through contrived contemplation or preparations and exercises; rather, when they spoke to his own nature, he inhabited them, trusting to his personality, which inspired him to the right action at the right moment, and in this way, rather than play the roles, he really was what they depicted. This explains why it was that when surrendering absolutely to the situation, he did things on the spur of the moment that astonished both himself and the audience, leading to remarkable tours de force. But it explains, too, why he could not play a role at all, even badly, unless he could inhabit it. For that reason he never took on such roles, and no cajoling and no arguments, however forceful, could persuade him.

			All this explains Dall’s character and his way of life outside the theater too. His outward appearance was captivating, he moved lightly and pleasingly and carried his body as the expression of a lively, agile spirit which voiced itself very clearly through that instrument. A cheerful man, he sought his friends where he found them and was so convivial that when he sat among chatting friends over a glass of fine wine, chatting away himself, it was impossible to believe he was the same man whose magnificent performances excited our souls to the most profound convulsions to fear and horror and to joy and ecstasy. But precisely because he was what he played, and because he found within his body the most apt expression for it, the emotions that arose in his fiery spirit took fiery form on the surface of his body, be it in movement in expression in voice, and they were ravishing. For this he was the darling of society, he stimulated it, and gave it sensations. People sought him out and strove to captivate him. He moved in the most diverse circles, thus acquiring the light smooth freedom of his comportment, but none of these circles had a hold on him: just as his spirit guided him on stage, so too it led him among people, to live with them and feel emotions, it led him out into nature to behold it and feel it; but it drew him away from people again when his spirit was given nothing more to move it, and it drew him away from nature when its gentle speech ceased to excite him and he sought more powerful impressions and more profound contrasts. And so he lived in emotional states, abandoning each as he pleased.

			This man was acquainted with the pension man, and one might say that he was in nothing so constant as in this acquaintance. Whichever circles he had just left, he liked to go to St. Peter’s Square, climb the four flights of stairs, ring the bell at the cast-iron gate, have the elderly maid admit him, and pass through the antechamber into the pension man’s chamber of heroes. There he sat, chatting about all the pension man’s diverse occupations. In fact, perhaps he sought out the company of the pension man because there were so many different things there. It was art, in particular, that attracted Dall in all its forms indeed its deformations. And so they discussed the pension man’s poems, he had to play one of his two violins, he had to blow his flute, had to perform some piece of music or other on the piano, or they would sit by his easel, discussing the colors of a painting or the lines of a drawing. Dall was most experienced in the latter; he was an outstanding draftsman himself. For the pension man’s cardboard constructions he spelled out the length and breadth the connections and relationships.

			As for the portraits of famous men pasted to the walls, he would recline upon the lowest of the lounges and examine the bottom row one by one. The pension man had to say what he knew about each one, and if neither of them had anything sufficient to say of a man except that he was famous, they got out books which they studied until they found something to satisfy them. Then he reclined on the higher lounges, then he sat on the next higher, then he stood up, and at last he stood on the various steps of the ladder. This way he came to appreciate the convenience of such lounges, and the pension man had to have a large rolling armchair made for him, with an upholstered back and well-made arms.

			He liked to sit in this armchair when he came, and they would fall to chatting.

			In this manner considerable time passed.

			At last Dall began a love affair with the pension man’s wife, and continued it a while. The wife herself, in her fear, confessed it at last to her husband.

			Dall must have known of it, or must have sensed from the wife’s pangs of conscience that she would confess to her husband the affair with his friend. For now he no longer came, though lately he had visited the apartment on St. Peter’s Square more often than in earlier days.

			The pension man’s rage was extraordinary, he wanted to run to Dall, reproach him, murder him; but Dall could not be found at his home either, nor was he performing in the theater at that time, and no one knew where he was. The pension man made every effort to track down Dall, he went to his home every day at different hours, but never found him, and people said Dall had taken a little trip to get some rest. The same thing was heard in all the city’s circles, and it was said the artist would surely return soon to delight the world with his brilliance. But the pension man would not be put off, and went on looking for Dall. He sought him in all parts of the city, he sought him in public squares in the church in places of amusement and on promenades, and yet again he sought him at home. The man he sought was nowhere to be found.

			The pension man went on in this way for a considerable time. Suddenly, though, he became very still. His friends saw that the unrest lately afflicting him had gone. He sat there calm and pensive. Then he went to his wife and said that Dall had been bound to claim her, why had he brought him into his home, she’d given him her heart just as he took the hearts of thousands from their bodies in a single evening of theater.

			Toward friends, who learned of the matter in a general way from hushed conjectures circulating in the city, he expressed himself consciously or unconsciously such that they had to suppose his emotional state to be as described.

			Dall, from his remove, must also have learned how things stood, and he must have known that the pension man was now calm; for when nothing out of the ordinary occurred and everything seemed to be going along as usual, Dall came back to town, and was seen on stage once more.

			One day the wife of the pension man vanished. She had gone out, just as she usually went out, and she had not returned.

			The pension man waited, he waited until night came; when she failed to appear, he thought she might have had an accident, and he drove in a rented carriage to all his acquaintances and friends and asked if they had seen his wife, but no one could tell him anything. The next day he reported the matter to the authorities, he demanded official action, and looked into all the accident victims and vagrants. But the authorities found nothing either, and she was not among the accident victims, nor was she among the vagrants without a fixed abode.

			Then the pension man thought that perhaps Dall had taken her somewhere and was keeping her in concealment. He went to Dall and demanded that he say where his wife was, and give her back to him. Dall declared that he knew nothing about the wife, he had not seen her since his last visit to the apartment on St. Peter’s Square, he rarely left the house, and then only to go to the theater and back.

			The pension man went home.

			After some time he came to Dall again, knelt down in front of him, clasped his hands and begged Dall for his wife. Dall replied once again that he knew nothing whatsoever about his wife, she had not gone away at his bidding, he did not know her whereabouts and could not give her back.

			The pension man withdrew.

			After a few days he came again, knelt down again and begged for his wife with clasped hands. Dall swore that he didn’t know where the woman was and that he couldn’t give her back.

			The pension man came yet again a few days later, did the same thing, and received the same answer. Then he came no more. He sent away the maid, he took the child from her bed, took her in his arms, left his home, locked the door behind him and went away.

			When friends came to visit him, they learned from the neighbors that the pension man was gone, that he must have set out on a journey, for he had taken the child with him, and though it was summer, he had been wearing his coat.

			And so the apartment on the fourth floor of the building on St. Peter’s Square stood empty, and the cast-iron gate leading to the gallery was locked.

			When half a year had passed, and the pension man had not returned, nor had anyone paid the rent for the apartment, the landlord reported the case to the authorities. Friends of the missing man were sent for, and were asked whether they knew his whereabouts; but no one did know. One by one, all the people were sent for who were known to have had relations with the pension man; but not one could provide information. On the court’s recommendation, and moved by his own goodwill toward the pension man, the landlord decided to wait a while longer to see whether the pension man might return of his own accord. According to the neighbors and the porter, the pension man had not had the least thing moved out of his apartment; in fact, no one could even recall whether he had carried a suitcase when he left. As the apartment was known to contain many and valuable things, they thought it probable that the pension man had merely gone off on a trip, that some chance circumstance had prevented him from returning or sending word, and that he was sure to return again.

			But when two years had passed, and the pension man had not come back, nor sent any news of himself, an official announcement was put in the papers demanding that he send word, and declare whether he would keep his apartment on St. Peter’s Square, and settle the rent as required by law. If no word came within a certain period of time, his lease would be considered terminated, his belongings would be auctioned off, the back rent would be paid from the proceeds, and any remaining sum would be placed in the custody of the court.

			But that time elapsed without the pension man returning, or any word coming, or anyone appearing to take care of the apartment.

			At that the authorities prepared to force entry.

			A locksmith had to open the lock of the cast-iron gate. The elderly maid was not there to take the people into the antechamber and the pension man’s room, her kitchen window was not smooth and clean as it had been, it was covered with dust and draped in cobwebs. In the kitchen all was as usual, the maid had cleaned everything before going away, and put it in its place, but each thing was covered with dust, and the wooden tubs had fallen to pieces within their metal hoops. In the antechamber the wardrobes were filled with clothes; from the woolens a cloud of moths flew up, the others were undamaged. The wife’s clothes hung there as well, with beautiful silk dresses among them. The china and silver was in the cupboard.

			When they opened the pension man’s room, they found everything as it had been. The lid of the grand piano was open, there were the two violins, the cases with the flutes, but one of the flutes was missing. An unfinished painting was on the easel, books and papers lay on the desk, and the bed was covered with its delicate coverlet. The famous men were dusty and yellowed from the pent-up air. The lounges stood about, but it was a long time since they had rolled. The actor’s big armchair stood in the middle of the room.

			In the wife’s rooms nothing seemed changed at all, the furniture stood in its old arrangement, with the same old things on its surfaces; but the tiny alterations that had in fact occurred showed how things had changed here. The heavy curtains hung still, when once they had moved slightly alongside the open windows, the flowers and plants were withered stalks, the clock with the soft tick no longer ticked at all, its pendulum was still, and it showed the same unchanging hour. The linens and the other needlework lay upon the tables, but they showed no touch of a hand, and grieved beneath the dust. In the side room the white curtains hung in their many folds, but in those folds was light quick-sifting dust, the Holy Mother gazed down from the painting, the red draperies were gray, the gilded angel held the tip of the linen tent, but dust covered the linen drapes, and beneath them was the empty basket, and the child’s rosy face was no longer there.

			The authorities took possession of all these items by listing them in a book. Then they were moved together into two rooms, to take stock of them and guard them more easily. At that the apartment was closed again, and sealed.

			None of the things that were found suggested the whereabouts and present circumstances of the pension man. Nor was any money found; it was assumed that he had taken all his cash along on his trip.

			The day of the auction was appointed, and once it had been carried out, part of the proceeds went to the landlord to cover the back rent with interest, and the authorities took the rest into custody for the missing pension man. All the heroes had been taken down from the walls, the apartment on the fourth floor of the building on St. Peter’s Square stood empty, and a sign posted on the door declared that it was available for rent.

			The whole affair had caused a great stir in Vienna; people guessed more or less at the true circumstances, and discussed the matter for quite some time. At one point the tale went about that the pension man was in the Bohemian forest, living in a cave where he hid his child, going out by day to earn his living and returning to the cave at night. But other city affairs intervened, as events always come thick and fast in such places, people spoke of other things, and soon the pension man and his story were forgotten.

•

Since the time of the events related above, a number of years had passed. This story comes from a friend who knew the actor quite well, and had learned from his friends the precise nature of his relationship with the pension man’s family. She herself, at the time the incident occurred, had been so young that it made little impression on her.

			We shall now let the rest follow in her words.

			Quite some time ago, she said, when I had been married for just a few years, we had a very pleasant, inviting apartment in the suburbs. My husband could easily travel the short distance into the city, where official duties called him each day; I did not go in often, because the household kept me quite busy, because the children were small and gave me plenty to do, because I devoted myself gladly to their care; but if I did need to go into town, it was merely a stroll when the weather was fine, and in bad weather it did not cost much to take a carriage. For the children the open and airy apartment, which came with a spacious garden, was quite a boon, and when my husband once thought of giving it up, a friend of his, a distinguished doctor, urgently advised against it. One side of the apartment looked out over the garden and beyond it to more gardens and the nearby vineyards and wooded hills that surrounded the city. It was I who spent the most time there, with the children. The front windows faced the suburb’s broad straight beautiful main road, filled with pleasing, not too hectic activity, with merchants’ stalls and stands, and carriages driving past, and people strolling. This side of the apartment had our drawing room another fine room and my husband’s study. The stretch of road between the city and the countryside was so smooth and so short that it never took long to reach one or the other.

			Once, on a fine mild morning, I believe it was just as spring was arriving, with my husband already in town and the children at school, the balmy breeze inspired me to open the windows to air the apartment and, as always, take that opportunity to do a bit of dusting, tidying up, and so on. From our apartment we were apt to hear the bell of the hospital chapel calling people to Mass, and often, when I was properly dressed, I would go over to do my devotions. That bell was pealing through the air just as I looked out onto the street from the window of our best room, shaking out a dust cloth. But apart from the chiming of the bell, another thing made me linger at the window for a moment. When I looked down to see what sorts of people were passing, I caught sight of a strange pair. A man, quite aged—judging by his back, which was turned to me—dressed in a coat of thin yellow baize pale-blue breeches big shoes and a little round hat, walked down the street leading a girl dressed just as oddly in a brown cloak that lay about her shoulders rather like a toga. The girl had a head so big that it gave you a turn, and you kept looking at it. The two went their way at a fairly quick pace, but both were so awkward and clumsy that you saw at once they weren’t used to Vienna, and didn’t know how to move as other people did. But for all his awkwardness and clumsiness, the man took pains to help the girl sidestep the passing carriages and keep her from bumping into people. They were heading for the church where the bell was pealing.

			Driven by curiosity, and thinking that the man might be taking the girl to Mass, I decided to go there as well, to do my devotions and learn more about the pair or observe them. I dressed quickly, wrapped myself in a shawl, put on my hat and went forth. I turned onto the lane that led from the main road around the corner of the school of military medicine in the direction of the chapel, where I had seen the two people turn; but I didn’t see them on the lane. I walked along it, passed under the arch which, at that time, marked its end, turned the corner, and walked up to the church; but I saw them nowhere. Nor did I see them among the few people in the church. Now I did my usual devotions, immersed myself in them, and when Mass was over and I prepared to leave, I looked around once again to offer them my assistance, if they needed it; but I had been mistaken, the pair was not in fact in the church. And now I betook myself home again.

			Quite some time had passed since this incident, and I had long since forgotten it, when one very fine night my husband and I strolled home from the city. We had gone to the Hofburg Theater, and the night being so fine and clear, we decided to accept the suggestion of a friend who had attended the performance with us to visit with his family before going home. As usual, we discussed the play, we argued about this and that, refreshments were brought, and it was midnight by the time we went on our way. We declined our friend’s offer of his carriage, saying that it would be robbing this beautiful night to sit in the carriage and fly across the clear space between the city and the suburb rather than stroll through it and savor its open illuminated loveliness. No objections were made, and we set out on foot.

			Emerging from the gates and leaving the city behind, the wide serene greensward with its many trees met us, and over all this space was a moonlit night of real splendor. A tremendous sky, seeming molded from a gemstone, was suspended above the great panorama of the suburbs; there was not a single cloud, and from the zenith the circle of the moon spilled down its light. We strolled down the row of trees that lined the road, passing a few solitary walkers and couples. Because it was such a fragrant, almost southern night, we walked back across the open space and crossed it once again, so that finally we were almost the last people there. Now we turned to head home too. As we walked down our suburban blocks without ever meeting a soul, we perceived that we were not, after all, the only ones who had felt the appeal of this lovely moonlit night, that someone else’s heart had been moved by its radiance; for in the universal stillness, broken only by our steps and the distant calls of nightingales, we heard the strange playing of a flute. We heard it faintly at first, then louder as we walked onward. We stopped for a while to listen. Had it been ordinary flute-playing, no doubt we would soon have moved on again, for in our city it is not uncommon to hear music from some house or other, even late at night, but the playing was so strange that we lingered. It was not outstanding, it was not entirely amateurish; what compelled the attention was that it was unlike anything one describes and learns as music. The theme was no tune that was known to us; no doubt the musician was expressing his own thoughts, and even if they were not his own, he put so much more into them that they could be seen as such. The most tantalizing thing was that once he had begun a passage and enticed the ear to follow, there always came something other than you expected and had the right to expect, so that you had to keep starting from the beginning, and following along, ending up in a confusion that verged on madness. And yet despite its incoherence there was a grief and a lament and some other alien thing in this playing, as though the musician were using clumsy means to tell of his woe. It was almost touching.

			“Strange,” my husband said, “he must have had an odd way of learning the flute, he strikes up the melody right, but he doesn’t keep it up, he takes things too quickly, he can’t make the breath last, he hurries it, and it breaks off, and yet there’s a kind of heart in his playing.”

			We couldn’t make out where the music was coming from; we almost thought it came from the old Perron House, which was nearby; but the house was about to be demolished, there were very few people still living there, and the notes did not sound at all as though they were floating down from some window.

			After lingering a while longer, we walked on, the strange flute music faded behind us, until at last we heard it no more, we came home and laid ourselves to rest alongside our children, who had already slept more than half their rejuvenating sleep.

			After this incident another stretch of time passed.

			Those who have lived in our city a long while will recall the old Perron House. Those who have known Vienna for even fifteen or twenty years are aware that this city is in a constant process of transformation, and that despite its age it is a new city; the buildings are always being renovated in new ways and for various uses, old immutable monuments such as St. Stephen’s Cathedral are too few and far between to lend the city a uniform appearance, and so it always looks like something built yesterday. The old Perron House stood on the main road of our suburb, not far at all from our home. It had the peculiarity, one unknown to today’s younger residents of our capital, of having underground chambers. The windows of these chambers were generally set just above the pavement of the street. They were not very large, and had sturdy iron bars, usually backed by a dense mesh of iron wire which, when the occupant was not especially tidy, were covered by the dried muck that spattered in from the street, and presented a sorry sight. The Perron House was already a very old building at the time, black in appearance, with ornaments from ancient times. Only its narrow end faced the street; the larger rooms looked out on a garden in the back. It had a little door painted in dark-red paint gone nearly black and studded with many metal nails whose material was unrecognizable because a black film covered their heads. Next to the little door there was a big entryway, but it had not been used since time out of mind; it was locked, covered with the muck and dust of the road, and had two crossbars fixed to the walls with iron clamps.

			We had a friend back then who has remained our friend in all the times that followed. Professor Andorf was unmarried, a genial friendly man full of intellectual gifts, possessing a warm feeling heart and responsive to all that was good and beautiful. He came to visit us quite frequently and shared scholarly pursuits with my husband; often beautiful writing would be read aloud, or music would be played, or various things would be discussed with cordial intimacy. This Professor Andorf lived in the Perron House, and had actually chosen not the street side but the courtyard. He had taken the apartment voluntarily because it was very quiet, and his occupations consisted of reading writing and a bit of piano-playing; though he was a genial sociable man, he had chosen this apartment in particular because it appealed to his poetic powers—which expressed themselves less in creation than in reception—to observe the gradual subsiding fading decaying, and to watch as, little by little, birds and other animals took possession of the walls from which the people had withdrawn; there was nothing he loved more in the world, he would say, than to stand at his window on a rainy day and watch as the water trickled down from the thistles the coltsfoot and the other plants in the yard and the moisture crept down the old walls.

			One day, already dressed and about to go to his office, my husband said, “Here is a book that belongs to Professor Andorf; it’s very important and I’m anxious to keep it from falling into strange hands; would you be so good as to wrap it in paper, seal it, and have some reliable person take it to the professor? I didn’t have time to do it myself, and so I am asking you.”

			He laid the book on my sewing table, I told him that I would perform the errand for him, and he went out on his official duties.

			But as it occurred to me later that afternoon that I had to go into town anyway, and would pass the Perron House, I thought I might take the opportunity to deliver the book myself, so that it could not possibly fall into the wrong hands. And so I decided to do just that. When the time came, I dressed, put the book in my workbag, which I like to carry with me, and set out. Reaching the Perron House, I pressed down the handle of the little red door. I had never been inside the building. The handle yielded easily, and the door opened. But standing in the passageway that opened up behind the door, I looked about in vain for a lodge or apartment with a porter or someone else who could assist me. And so I walked down the passageway, finding no stairway leading to the upper floors, and came out into the courtyard. It was paved with flagstones, large but in part already in pieces. I saw Professor Andorf’s plants, the ones that enthralled him with their trickling water when it rained, and I saw the grass sprouting up in all the gaps, flourishing untrodden. In the walls surrounding the courtyard I saw several doors that must have led to stables or carriage sheds, but the doors were never opened, as shown by their weathered desiccated somewhat dilapidated appearance the tall grass at their feet and the rusty brown hinges. There were also three openings leading to stairways, but the openings looked uninviting, and the stairs seemed unused. Among the windows, blind or with a bluish glitter or shut with wooden shutters, I saw several with clean glass and white curtains inside. I concluded that they must belong to the professor’s apartment, but I did not know how to reach it.

			At that moment I heard soft footsteps behind me and heard a not unpleasant rather refined male voice saying, “What is it that you wish?”

			I turned and saw a little man standing behind me, with sparse gray hair on his head and an artless expression on his face. He hadn’t really dressed; he was wearing only linen breeches and a jacket of similar material, with nothing on his head, and slippers on his feet.

			“I’m looking for Professor Andorf,” I said.

			“What do you wish from Professor Andorf?” he asked. “Do you have a message or something I could give him? Herr Professor is not at home.”

			I looked at the man more closely. He had a longish face and blue eyes. There was nothing repellent about his countenance.

			“I have a book to give him,” I said, “which belongs in his hands alone, but since he isn’t home, the book can wait, my husband can send it to him some other time.”

			“I’m the porter of the house,” he responded, “you can entrust the book to me; but if you prefer to bring it to him yourself, or have it brought by one of your servants, you’ll find the professor at home every day until nine in the morning, and usually between four and six in the evening.”

			As I looked at him, wavering doubtfully, he said, “My dear lady, give me the book, I’ll handle it carefully so that it won’t get dirty, I won’t peek inside, and I’ll hand it over to Herr Professor Andorf as soon as he comes home.”

			I took another look at him, struck by the propriety of his demeanor. In the few remarks he made to me, his words had been carefully chosen, as in refined society, only there was something unsteady about his blue eyes, as though they were constantly glancing back and forth. Lacking the courage to wound him with my mistrust, I fumbled open my workbag, pulled out the book, and placed it in his hands. I hadn’t wrapped it up after all, as I had intended to hand it over myself. He noticed this at once, and said, “I’ll wrap the book in paper, set it aside until the Professor returns, and hand it over to him.”

			“Yes, please do that,” I said, and with these words I left the house.

			But no sooner had I reached the street than anxiety seized me. A fruit seller tended to sit about twenty steps from the little red door, by the wall of the next building. She sat there every day, as long as the weather wasn’t too nasty; on ordinary rainy days she unfurled a broad canopy over her merchandise. I knew the woman well, and had often bought fruit from her for the children. I went to this woman and asked whether she knew the porter of the Perron House. She said that she did know him, that he was a respectable man, that when he went out he was sure to come home before darkness fell. There were no tales to tell about him, she said; he was very quiet. It was high time the Perron House was renovated, incidentally, there weren’t many people still living there, much less genteel folk, excepting Herr Professor Andorf, as I knew quite well myself, and in a few years no one at all would want to live there anymore. If Herr Perron weren’t always traveling in foreign parts, he’d know how things stood with the house, how little money it earned him, and how much better he’d do to tear it down and build another in its place.

			I bought some fruit from the woman, put it in my bag, and went on my way into town.

			When my husband had come home, and we were having lunch, my conscience troubled me, and I told him what I had done; but with the goodness and indulgence that had always dwelled within him, he reassured me, and said that I had done quite rightly, that he himself, if he had taken the book there and the same had happened to him, would have done no differently. The book would end up in the right hands sure enough. Nevertheless, the next time the professor visited us after this incident, I told him I had given the book to the porter of the Perron House and asked whether he had received it.

			“I received the book,” said the professor, “but I thought you’d sent it by way of that old man. I had no idea we had a porter in the Perron House, and if we have one, he must be the quietest porter in the world, for I’ve never heard a thing from him. I have a key to open the little door when I come home late and it’s already locked. By the way, I’m sorry I wasn’t home when you dropped by; I could have had you in and shown you the building’s various oddities.”

			Another long while had passed since this incident when a new portent occurred. One day our oldest son Alfred came home from school, hurried up the stairs, burst into the parlor and cried, “Mother, I didn’t hurt him, Mother I didn’t hurt him.”

			“Alfred,” I said, “whatever is the matter?”

			“Mother, you know the Perron House,” he replied, “I was walking along the wide sidewalk, and I saw a raven sitting on the pavement. He wasn’t afraid, it seemed he couldn’t fly, and he walked along ahead of me when I followed him. I bent down, talked to him, reached for him, and he let me pick him up. Mother, I didn’t hurt him, I only petted him. Then a horribly big face looked out of the basement window of the Perron House and cried: ‘Stop, stop.’

			“I looked over at the head, its eyes stared, it was very pale, and terribly big. I let the raven go, stood up, and ran home. Mother, I really didn’t hurt him, I only wanted to pet him.”

			“I know, Alfred, I know,” I said, “put down your school bag and go to the nursery, there you’ll get your lunch, and forget about the raven, he doesn’t matter.”

			The boy kissed my hand and went to the nursery with a light heart.

			But my heart was not so light, I had grown pensive. I recalled the pair I had seen long ago and followed toward the hospital chapel. That girl had also had, in the boy’s words, a horribly big head. Now I began to connect the incidents. If the head Alfred had seen was the same one I had noticed on that girl, she had to be living in an underground chamber in the Perron House. When I recalled the porter of the Perron House, to whom I had given the book for Professor Andorf, it seemed to me that he had approximately the figure and stature of the man I had seen walking down the street with the girl. Perhaps, then, the porter was the girl’s father.

			It occurred to me once more how respectably indeed agreeably the porter had behaved when he induced me to hand over Professor Andorf’s book, how choice and fine his speech had been, suggesting that something unusual was at work here, and I resolved to inquire after the porter of the Perron House on occasion, and should any assistance be required, to provide it according to the modest means at my disposal.

			When Alfred encountered the raven, it was late fall. In the very mild winter that followed, I often went into town with my husband. Sometimes we visited friends, sometimes we went to the theater, of which I was quite fond at the time. Returning home in the evening, on several further occasions we heard the strange flute music we had heard that moonlit night, and now could clearly tell that it was coming from the underground rooms of the Perron House.

			But an opportunity to make the acquaintance of the Perron House porter was hard to find. First of all, I didn’t want to impose, and then Professor Andorf was so little acquainted with the porter of the house that he hadn’t even known it had a porter, and finally there was no one else who went into the Perron House and could have made an introduction. Part of the winter passed without my managing to act on my intentions.

			One day I was busy tidying up our nicer rooms. We had had company the day before, and there was a bit of a mess. Then I heard a hum and hubbub from the street, and when I opened the window and looked out, I saw several people standing at the little door of the Perron House, and more and more coming to join them. I called one of my maidservants and sent her down to ask what the matter was.

			After a while the girl came back and said that the porter of the Perron House had struck himself dead. At once I put on a cloak, went downstairs, and headed toward the Perron House. But rather than get drawn into a discussion with the people standing outside the little red door, I went to the fruit seller I knew, who was sitting at her stand, and asked, “What on earth has happened here, and how can a person strike himself dead?”

			“No one has struck himself dead,” the woman replied, “it’s just that the porter of the Perron House has died. A quarter of an hour ago, when no one happened to be passing on this side of the street, the girl his daughter came out to me and told me in secret that her father was dead. Then she went straight back to the Perron House. I called over the shoemaker’s apprentice, and told him to go to the town hall and report what the girl had told me. The apprentice must have told people on his way, and that’s why they’ve already come. But soon there should be someone from the town hall too, a bailiff a doctor an inspector a councilor or whoever it may be.”

			While the woman was speaking, still more people had gathered, but none of them went through the little red door, either out of respect for the dead man who lay within, or from fear of the strange Perron House.

			At last the officials who had been sent to investigate arrived.

			“This is the woman who told me,” said the apprentice, pointing to the fruit seller.

			The fruit seller had to go with the officials, which she did readily, after spreading a big white cloth over her wares. I introduced myself to the officials and asked them to take me along to the chamber, saying that I wished to help if there was anything that needed to be done. They were happy to let me. The apprentice, as the one who had reported the incident, had to come along as well.

			When we reached the door, all the people crowded toward it, but the men from the town hall said that no one who was not an official, or did not have an official invitation, could go inside the house. Then two police officers were posted on either side of the little door, we went in, and the officers stepped into the doorway and let no one else inside.

			Past the little door we walked down the passageway to the courtyard, and from the courtyard back into the main entryway with the locked portal, and found a door in its side wall. The door was opened. Behind it a stairway went down into the depths, where the porter’s chamber was said to be.

			When we had gone down the stairs and entered the chamber, we saw that it consisted of one single room. A ladder reached up to the window and next to it lay the old dead man. He was wearing a yellow baize coat and pale-blue breeches. When the men lifted him up and laid him on what appeared to be his bed, I saw from his face that he was indeed the man to whom I had given the book. At first they had meant to try to revive him, but the moment they touched him they had felt that he was cold, and closer examination showed that he was unquestionably dead.

			When could he have died?

			There was no one else in the room but the girl with the big head. She sat far back on a chair of pale unpainted wood and watched from a distance to see what they would do with the man. On a screen in front of a bed that I took to be the girl’s, perched the jackdaw, for it was a jackdaw not a raven that Alfred had tried to catch. The bird nodded its head and uttered all sorts of noises, but they were garbled beyond comprehension and hardly human-sounding. I saw the flute lying on a table not far from where the girl sat.

			While the men were inspecting the body and trying to arrange it decently on the bed, I meant to speak to the girl, gain her trust, and then take her with me to remove her from this unhappy place. I approached, and spoke to her, trying to use the most courteous but simplest possible language. To my surprise, the girl replied in words that seemed to come straight from a book, but what she said was barely intelligible. Her thoughts were so strange, so unlike anything expressed in our everyday intercourse, that one might have thought them weak-minded, had they not in part been extremely sagacious.

			I happened to have a few confections and some fruit in my cloak. I took out a bit of pastry and offered it to the girl. She reached for it, ate it, and the features of her big face glowed with visible joy. I tried to use the opportunity to discern from her features how old she might be, but the unusual shape of her head and face made this impossible. She might have been sixteen, or she might have been twenty.

			Now I gave her a second piece, then a third, then several at once.

			As for her words, I shall convey the approximate sense in our speech or manner of speaking, because the girl’s train of thought would not be understood otherwise, and because I am unable to repeat things from memory exactly as she said them.

			I asked her whether she liked to eat such things when she had them, whether they were good.

			“Yes, good,” she said, “give me more.”

			“I’ll give you more,” I replied, “if you come with me, and stay in a different room until night has come, and day has come. Then I will take you back to this room that is yours. I have no more of those sweet things here, but there are lots of them in the room where you shall go with me.”

			“I’ll go with you,” she said, “but when day comes, we’ll come back to our house.”

			“Yes, then we’ll come back to this room,” I said.

			I now gave the girl a special kind of apple. She ate it with signs of enjoyment.

			I also asked the girl whether she had a mother, or living siblings.

			She had no mother, she replied, and she had only ever been alone with her father. The concept of siblings seemed to be utterly foreign to her.

			I then asked how her father had died.

			“He climbed up the ladder,” she said, “that goes up to our window. I don’t know what he wanted to do, and then he fell down, and lay there. I waited for him to get better again, but he didn’t get better. He was dead. When one night and one day had passed, I told it to the woman who always sits close by our little door. After that the people came.”

			I told the men what I had learned, and said that I would bring the girl to my home and take care of her myself for now. The authorities in charge of the case could always find the girl with me if they wanted to ask for her back. And I would tell my friends and acquaintances of the matter, so that we could collect money to give the man a proper burial. The men had no objection to this.

			Meanwhile they had finished with the body. It had been found that the poor man had fallen for some reason or another from the ladder propped against the window, as appearances indicated and as the girl had said, and that in his fall he must have injured his neck vertebrae, resulting in instantaneous death. I was told that the law would require an autopsy, which made it seem all the more desirable that the girl should be taken away from the chamber. The statements of the fruit seller and the apprentice had been taken down, and they were told that they were free to go.

			I went to stand by the body for a while. Now it lay on the bed in its clothes. The features of the face were little altered, and were almost as they had been on the morning when the man stood before me in the courtyard of the Perron House, and convinced me to give him the book. The blue eyes were closed, and with the lids covering their conspicuous restlessness, his face even had a gentle look. The others must have sensed it too; for a moment they stood around the bed in silence, gazing at the man. At last the apprentice and the fruit seller left the room. I, too, stepped away from the sight.

			I approached the girl and told her that I would take her with me now, and that she should follow me as she had said she would.

			The girl replied that she would indeed go with me, and that when the next day had come, we should go back to the room again.

			I replied that by all means this should be so.

			Now she followed me quite willingly. We climbed the stairs, I took her by the hand, we went across the courtyard and down the corridor and onto the street through the little red door. On the street the people were still standing about, and if anything the crowd had grown. A dense throng surrounded the fruit seller and the apprentice, who were telling what they had seen and learned inside the house. I quickened my step so that I and the girl could escape the crowd and the scrutiny and astonishment provoked by the sight of the girl’s unusual head.

			I took her to my home.

			There I gave her a proper meal, presuming that since yesterday she could not have eaten regularly. That must indeed have been so; for the girl ate with evident pleasure, and seemed quite revived. She told me later that she had eaten all the bread that was in the house.

			We had a room facing the garden where an old nurse, who had served with my parents and then taken care of my children, had lived until at last her daughter married and she went to live with her and if need be do for her daughter’s children what she had done so long for the children of strangers. Since that time the room had stood empty, but the furniture remained. I now had it fixed up for the girl I had brought. I had the bed made, and had the room heated cozily. Then I took the girl there. I had made sure that none of my servants should catch sight of her, so that they should not frighten her with stupid stares, much less with exclamations. Thus I myself had brought the meal to her in our dining room, where she was before she could be taken to the back room, and I had ordered that no one should come into the dining room.

			We had an elderly housemaid who had been with us since our marriage, who was greatly devoted to us and our children and enjoyed certain privileges, having a say in family affairs and other crucial matters. I called this maid, explained the case of the strange girl, and asked her to stay in the room with her, speak to her kindly, assist her, and make her stay as pleasant as possible. She promised to do all these things. I provided underclothes too, in case the strange girl should need anything. And I brought more confections and fruit to her room, to fulfill the promise I had given.

			I told the girl that I had to go now because I had other things to do, that the maid would stay with her, and that I would come back and see how she was.

			The girl seemed to understand all this perfectly.

			I went and sat down in my study to write to several friends and acquaintances and ask them for assistance.

			When my husband came home in the evening, I told him everything that had happened and what I had done, and asked him if it was all right.

			He said it was all quite right, he approved of everything, and took up the matter himself. He wrote some letters too, and then he took a carriage to pay a personal visit to several of his friends. When he came home late that night, he brought assurances of help, and kind replies to several letters had arrived that very same evening. We went to bed satisfied.

			The next morning my husband went with me to the underground room. The autopsy had taken place. The spinal cord had been crushed by the vertebrae in a place where life’s most delicate seat seems to be, and this had caused his death. The body was already in a coffin, and had been prepared for burial. We sent word to the church to make arrangements for the funeral. While my husband made further arrangements, I went home to persuade the strange girl to stay in my home until the funeral was over.

			She was already awake, and dressed. She asked to go home. I told her that I had no time right now, that several things had to be taken care of, and that once they were done I would by all means return and take her back to her home myself. She consented to these things, was given her breakfast, and the maid I had provided remained with her.

			Professor Andorf had come over, having learned of the matter. Other friends we had written to came to witness the case with their own eyes. Once again many people had gathered at the red door. They were mostly people from the lower classes, brought by curiosity and a kind of visceral sympathy typical of their kind; and then, as they tend to in the city, passersby had stopped, had asked what had happened, and after hearing the answer had joined the people waiting, if their time at all permitted it.

			As the morning drew to a close, the priest appeared, and the body was consecrated and brought to the church, where it received the usual prayers and was taken to the graveyard. We had arranged for a simple funeral so that some of the money collected could be set aside for the orphaned girl. Once the corpse had been taken away, all the people had withdrawn from the little red door.

			I felt it was now time to take the girl back to her underground home. I saw clearly that I could gain her trust only by scrupulously keeping my word; for among her other peculiar qualities, the girl had a blind faith in the words of other people. And so I went to the back room, said that I had finished the things that had been keeping me, and that I would now take the girl back to her home. She rose happily from her chair and followed me.

			When we had entered the underground room, she asked about her father. I was at a loss, for I had thought that she knew her father was dead, having used the word herself; and that she would thus know where he had been taken when she failed to find him in the chamber. So I said that she knew her father had died, she had said herself that he had not gotten better, but was dead, and so he had been buried according to the rites of our religion.

			She was perplexed for a while, then said, “He won’t come back at all?”

			I lacked the courage to say yes, and I lacked the courage to comfort the girl with deceptions, trapped instead in admission by halves.

			After a while she asked again, “He won’t come back at all?”

			Now I no longer had the courage to be untruthful; I told the girl that her father was dead, that he would never move again, that we had put him under the ground, as was done with all dead people, and that there he would go on lying in peace.

			At that she began to cry bitterly; I tried to comfort her, but my words had no effect, she went on crying until little by little she calmed herself somewhat. When she had grown quieter, I asked whether she would come back home with me; whenever she wished I would take her here again. As the chamber was empty, the girl offered little resistance, and I took her to the room where she had slept. After a while we went back to the underground chamber. And so I repeated the procedure several times over the course of the day, in part to keep the girl occupied, in part to accustom her to the change in her situation, and to give her the illusion of freedom, so that no sense of compulsion would make her grow refractory and impossible to handle.

			I also gave her food that I thought might appeal to her.

			Toward evening, when we were back in the underground chamber, I suggested that she could sleep once more in the room where she had slept the night before; it was warm there, a good bed was there, the friendly maid was there, and supper had been prepared.

			She said she would come along if she could bring the jackdaw with her.

			I was happy to oblige.

			She moved toward the jackdaw, calling it strange unintelligible names, and tried to catch it. The jackdaw huddled atop the screen and let the girl take it in her two hands. Like that she took it away, and like that we returned to my back room. I sat the girl down in a capacious armchair near the heating stove, arranged for supper, and retired after the day’s exertions.

			The porter’s things had been sealed in his chamber, and the movable property had been impounded. But the key to the door had been left with me so that I could visit the room often with the orphaned daughter. My husband had been asked if he would take custody of the girl, and he had consented.

			I did not know what best to do with the girl. Thus we decided to keep her with us until my husband had been given all the dead man’s papers and any other items that might clarify the dead man’s circumstances and show what should become of her.

			It was very hard to wean the girl from the underground vault. She clung to the chamber with a tenacity that was incomprehensible. Only through our frequent visits to the underground room, through confiding chats about unimportant matters, and last but not least through attentive care on which she thrived, could I gradually accustom her to her new room. I gave her good underclothes, and had our maidservants make her dresses that suited her well and in which she felt comfortable and attracted less attention. More than anything she seemed to shy away from the fresh air, and when I took her down to the wintery garden for a while, she moved awkwardly, staring at the leafless branches. For the first few days no one visited her but me and the elderly maid, but little by little she grew used to the sight of other family members, who were all urged to treat her kindly and not alarm her, for instance by obvious scrutiny.

			Little by little I ascertained what things she had learned. However choice and perfect were the words she spoke, however well ordered—though the thoughts were often hard to divine—she had no notion or knowledge of the simplest womanly work. Even the washing of a rag or the sewing together of two patches was beyond her comprehension. Her father must have had all that done outside their home. But she often spoke with the jackdaw, unintelligibly to us, sometimes we found her singing softly, and she could play a little on her father’s flute, which we had had to bring her.

			Once she had become quite attached to me, I induced her to speak of her past. But either she had forgotten all that had happened earlier, or the events that had happened just recently exerted such power over her memory that she no longer remembered what had gone before. All she ever spoke of was the underground chamber.

			“Father went forth,” she said, “took the flute with him, and often returned only by the time the lights were burning. He would bring a pot with food which we heated in the little stove and ate. Often I’d put wood chips in the stove when he was gone and heat up food that was kept in a pot on the shelf, for sometimes a great deal was left over. Another time I had nothing but bread, and ate that. Sometimes he stayed home too. He taught me things, and told me many stories. He always locked the door when he went away. When I asked what lesson I should do while he was gone, he’d reply: Describe the moment when I’ll lie dead on the bier, and they’ll bury me; and when I said: Father, I’ve described that lots of times, he’d reply: Then describe your mother in the torment of her heart, how she wanders about the world because she doesn’t dare come back, and how she puts an end to her life in despair. When I said: Father, I’ve described that lots of times too, he’d reply: Then describe it again. When I was finished with the lesson of Father lying dead on the bier and Mother wandering about the world and putting an end to her life in despair, I’d climb up the ladder and look through the mesh of the window. There I saw the hems of women’s dresses pass, saw the boots of the men, saw pretty coattails or the four paws of a dog. What went on by the houses across the street was unclear.”

			When I asked the girl where she had the drafts of her lessons, she replied that her father had collected them all and that they were stored somewhere. A few bits and pieces were here. With these words she went to a closet where she kept her clothing, took a few crumpled papers out of the pocket of an old discarded coat and handed them to me. I unfolded them. They bore writing, part in ink and part in pencil, often crossed out with Xs and other symbols. Little could be made of them.

			I asked her about God about the creation of the world and other religious subjects. She recited the proper passages from the catechism quite fluently, gazing about with her calm, expressionless eyes. I tried to discover whether she had attended our church’s religious services, and learned that she had repeatedly gone to church with her father, but had never heard music—or flute-playing, as she put it—nor had she spoken with anyone. Thus she could at most have gone to Low Mass.

			At last my husband was given custody of the girl, and received and signed for the dead man’s estate as cataloged by the court officials. From the dead man’s papers, which he immediately examined in detail, it emerged that he was none other than that pension man who had gone away one day and vanished without a trace. We had known the man’s story only in a general way, and had long since forgotten it. Now it was called up from memory anew, and details were inquired from those who might know them.

			And so the girl with the big head and the broad features was the rosy infant, she had slept beneath the tent whose tip the gilded angel held in its fingers, whose folds parted around the little bed, and her parents had gazed at her in delight.

			The only belongings found were a few shoddy utensils some old clothing and the beds. The only cash was a little sack filled with copper coins. Nothing more.

			My husband searched the papers for some indication of the dead man’s assets; he must have had some, as none who had been questioned could recall that the pension man had held any office at the time he had lived in the house on St. Peter’s Square, nor had he pursued any business, and yet he had lived respectably and comfortably. Thus he must have had earnings from some piece of property. But not the least thing could be found in all his papers, not even the tiniest note. My husband went to all the bureaus in Vienna that had anything remotely to do with money or any other assets, and made inquiries, but nowhere was any information to be had. Now one by one he visited all the business managers deputies solicitors and whatever else such men are called; but he could learn nothing from any of them. At last he seized on the expedient of announcing the case in the newspapers, as far as the question of the assets was concerned, and requesting anyone with information to come forward; but no answer came. And so the poor girl’s fortune, if any still existed, had to be given up for lost.

			The sum that remained after auctioning off the furniture and other things that the pension man had left in his apartment on St. Peter’s Square and after paying the debt to the landlord, and that had been taken into custody by the courts, was handed over to my husband to use for the girl. It had grown considerably with the interest that had accrued over the years.

			My husband could find out nothing for certain about the vicissitudes of the dead man’s fate after his departure from Vienna. But when he tried by every means possible to ascertain the particulars of the dead man’s life and consequently the fate of the girl’s fortune, one thing came to his attention, namely that a man whose description closely fit that of the deceased had often been seen in the suburbs far from the dead man’s home, appearing with his flute in inns in gardens and in public places and playing there for handouts. In his pot he often took away gifts of food from people’s kitchens. It could not be determined whether he had played near his home as well.

			From the custodian of the Perron House my husband learned that at some point, even the custodian was no longer quite sure when, the dead man had been allowed to live in the underground chamber free of charge in order to perform the duties of a porter, though the occupants had always kept keys for the little red door, and kept them still. But little could be learned from the custodian, for due to the dilapidated state of the Perron House he took little care of it, nor did the owner urge him to do more.

			One day my husband brought a great sheaf of papers into my room and handed them to me. I looked at them, leafed through them, and saw that they were the girl’s drafts and written exercises. I made the effort, when I had time, to read through the greater part of these papers. What could I possibly say about them? I would call them literature if there had been thoughts in them, or if one could have unraveled the cause origin and course of what was told there. An understanding of what it meant to die to wander about in the world and take your life in despair was utterly absent, and yet these things were the dismal subject of the exercises. The locution was clear and succinct, the sentence construction was right and good, and the words though senseless were lofty.

			This circumstance inspired me to recite passages from the works of poets and other writers that possessed a certain elevated tone. The girl took keen notice. Soon she declaimed similar things herself, and later she delivered, with a certain theatrical air, passages from our people’s best and most glorious works. But if you delved more deeply into the work from which she had recited, inquiring as to its substance sense and form, she could not understand what you were after. And not one of those books had been found among the dead man’s belongings. The recitation of such passages was a pleasure to which the girl yielded ecstatically. We discovered that the soft words she spoke to the jackdaw were filled with similar things, and the tunes she sought to coax from her father’s flute seemed to have the same spirit.

			My husband also searched for the girl’s mother. His intent was to restore to the girl her first, natural relation and mainstay, but also to learn particulars from the mother, if she were found, that might suggest the whereabouts of the fortune. At first my husband cautiously investigated by way of official channels then with the greatest discretion through individual persons and through the newspapers; but however rigorously these investigations were pursued, however many letters were written, however many instructions were given, however many replies were received: no news came of the woman, to this day no one has had word of her, nor has she returned.

			Nothing the girl said told us anything about her earlier life.

			We had summoned our family doctor, a friend of my husband’s, to examine the girl’s physical state, as her strikingly large head indicated some anomaly. His opinion was that this abnormal growth had been induced by fusty dwelling places and perhaps by the father’s madness, that swelling and glandular trouble had set in. A visit to the iodine baths might do good on both counts. As I had already planned a spring trip to the region of the baths to spend several weeks with my husband’s brother, I decided to take the girl with me. I placed as much hope in the beneficial effects of the fine air and the journey as in the baths themselves. Indeed, after two months in the countryside and the prescribed visit to the baths, her head did become somewhat smaller and better formed, and the features of her face became suppler clearer and more expressive.

			We also instructed the girl in everyday things, and encouraged her to perform the essential tasks of daily life. We sought to give her a taste for all kinds of womanly handiwork, and at last through conversation and through reading simple books but mainly through personal dealings to transform her wild and disjointed indeed almost uncanny learning into simple harmonious and comprehended thoughts, and initiate an understanding of the things of this world. How difficult this was is shown already by the fact that months passed before she could tolerate Alfred speaking to the jackdaw or playing with it, or occasionally picking up her father’s flute.

			When at last we could venture it, we rented a room nearby for the girl to live in. The woman renting out the room looked after the girl, a priest instructed her in religion, we went over quite often to visit her, and thus she grew gentler, and her physical state continued to improve, so that in the course of events, when she came of age, my husband was able to hand over to her the documents regarding the money held by the court and what had been left from her father’s funeral, and finally she was able to produce carpets coverlets and things of that sort which, together with the interest from her small fortune, provided her with a living, all the more so as people, touched by her fate, were always happy to buy the pieces she produced. —

			Thus the woman’s story, and thus the girl lived in the years to come.

			The great actor is long since dead, Professor Andorf is dead, the woman has long since moved away from the suburb, the Perron House no longer exists, a gleaming row of houses now stands where it and its neighbors were, and the young generation does not know what once stood there, and what happened in that place.


			ROCK CRYSTAL


			Our church celebrates many different festivals that strike us to the heart. One can hardly conceive of a sweeter thing than Pentecost, or a thing more earnest and holy than Easter. The sorrow and melancholy of Holy Week and the solemnity of the Sunday that follows accompany us throughout our lives. One of the loveliest festivals is observed almost at the midpoint of winter, when the nights approach their longest and the days their shortest, when the sun shines most slantingly on our land and snow covers all the fields, the festival of Christmas. While many countries speak of the day before the feast of the Lord’s nativity as Christmas Eve, we call it the Holy Eve, the next day the Holy Day, and the night in between the Hallowed Night. The Catholic church marks Christmas Day, as the day of our Savior’s birth, with its greatest celebration; in most regions midnight itself, as the hour of the Lord’s birth, is hallowed with a splendorous night Mass, to which the bells send their summons through the pitch-dark wintry still midnight air, and the people hasten with lamps or on dark familiar paths from snowy mountains past rimy woods and through creaking orchards to reach the church from which the solemn sounds emerge and which looms with its long lit windows in the middle of the village girded by ice-sheathed trees.

			The church festival is coupled with a festival of the home. In nearly every Christian land, children are shown the advent of the Holy Christ Child—a child like them, the most wondrous child that was ever in the world—as a joyful shining festive thing that works upon you all your life and sometimes, in old age, amid dim somber or poignant memories, appears as a glimpse of times gone by, flitting on bright shimmering wings across the bleak, sad, emptied night sky. The children are given the presents brought by the Holy Child for their delight, usually on Christmas Eve, when the deep dusk has fallen. Lights are lit, usually a great many of them, often little candles poised on the handsome green boughs of a fir or spruce tree in the middle of the room. The children are not allowed to come until the sign is given that the Holy Child has been there, and has left behind the presents he brought with him. Then the door is opened, the little ones are let inside, and in the lights’ marvelous glimmering splendor they see, hanging from the tree or arrayed on the table, things that far surpass all the visions of their imagination, things which they dare not touch and which at last, once they have received them, they carry about in their little arms all evening, and take to bed with them. When now and then they hear in their dreams the chimes of midnight calling the grown-ups to Mass, it may seem to them that the angels are flying through the sky, or that the Holy Child is going home, having visited all the children and brought each a splendid present.

			When the next day comes, Christmas Day, it seems so festive to them when they stand in the warm parlor attired in their finest clothes, when their father and mother dress up to go to church, when there’s a festive midday meal, better than on any other day of the year, and when friends and acquaintances come that afternoon or toward evening, sitting about on the chairs and benches, chatting and gazing cozily out the windows into the winter landscape, where slow snowflakes are falling, or fog veils the mountains, or the cold blood-red sun is sinking. Scattered throughout the parlor, on a little chair or on the bench or on the windowsill, lie the presents of the evening before, magical but already more familiar.

			After that the long winter passes, the spring comes and the never-ending summer—and when the mother tells of the Holy Child once again, that his festival will soon come, and he will descend this time too, the children feel that since his last appearance an eternity has passed, and that the joy they felt then lies far away in a fog-gray region.

			Because this festival has such a long echo, because the reflection of its splendor reaches so far into old age, we dearly love to watch as children celebrate and rejoice in it. ——

			In the high mountains of our fatherland there is a village with a small but sharply pointed church steeple that stands out from the green of all the fruit trees with the red paint of its shingles, visible from afar in the mountains’ dusky blue haze. The village lies right in the middle of quite a wide valley shaped almost like an elongated circle. Apart from the church it has a school, a town hall, and several imposing houses that form a square where four lindens stand with a stone cross in the middle. These houses are not just farmhouses, they harbor the trades that are essential to humanity and provide all the handicrafts the mountain dwellers require. In the valley and up in the surrounding mountains there are a great many more scattered cottages, as is so often the case in mountainous regions, whose inhabitants all attend the church and the school, and support the abovementioned trades by purchasing their products. In fact, still more cottages belong to the village that cannot even be seen from the valley, that lie still deeper in the mountains, whose inhabitants rarely come out to see their fellow villagers, whose dead must often be kept over the winter and brought to burial after the snow has melted. The greatest man the villagers see in the course of the year is the pastor. They revere him, and usually these pastors, after staying a while in the village, become accustomed to solitude, and do not mind staying, and simply go on living there. At least within living memory the village pastor has never been a man who hankered for the outside world or was unworthy of his position.

			No roads pass through the valley, they have their two-track paths to bring the harvest home in little one-horse wagons, and thus few people come into the valley, among them the occasional solitary wayfarer, a nature lover who stays a while in the innkeeper’s prettily painted upstairs room, contemplating the mountains, or even a painter who draws the little pointed steeple and the splendid crests of the crags in his sketchbook. And so the inhabitants make a world of their own, they know everyone by name and by their stories, going back to their grandfathers and great-grandfathers, they all mourn when someone dies, when someone is born they know his name, they have a language unlike that of the lowlands outside, they have their disputes, which they arbitrate, they stand by each other, and come together when anything extraordinary happens.

			They are very steady-going, and the old ways persist. If a stone falls out of a wall, the same stone is put back in, the new houses are built like the old ones, and if a house has brindle cows, it always raises brindle calves, and the color stays with the house.

			The village looks out to the south upon a snowy mountain whose gleaming horns seem to loom just above the roofs, though in fact it is not so close at all. All year long, summer and winter, it stares down into the valley with its projecting crags and its white expanses. As the most striking thing in their vicinity, the mountain is the object of the inhabitants’ study, and has become the centerpiece of many stories. There is not a man in the village, young or old, who doesn’t have something to tell about the mountain’s peaks and jagged ridges, its caves and ice crevasses, its waters and rockslides, something he has experienced himself or heard others relate. And this mountain is the pride of the village, as though they had made it themselves, and it is not entirely certain—however highly one must rate the valley dwellers’ upright, truthful character—that they don’t tell the occasional lie for the mountain’s honor and glory. Aside from being their landmark, the mountain is a real boon for the inhabitants, for when a group of mountaineers comes to climb it from the valley, the villagers serve as guides, and to have been a guide, to have experienced this and that, to know this and that spot, is a distinction all are eager to claim. They often speak of it when they sit together in the inn, telling of their adventures and their marvelous experiences, and never neglecting to relate the words of this traveler or that, and what he gave them in reward for their efforts. And then, too, the mountain sends down from its snowfields the waters that feed a lake in its high-up forests and create the brook that flows merrily down the valley, driving the sawmill the gristmill and other contraptions, cleansing the village and watering the livestock. The mountain forests provide wood, and they hold back the avalanches. Hidden passages and fissures up in the heights filter the water that flows in veins down the valley, emerging in wells and springs from which the people drink and offer their superb, oft-praised water to strangers. But they enjoy this last benefit unthinkingly, believing that it has always been so.

			Regarding the mountain’s yearly chronicle, in the winter the two prongs of its summit, which they call horns, are snow-white, and when visible on bright clear days loom blindingly in the air’s dark blue; then all the alpine fields surrounding the summit are white; all the slopes are white; even the perpendicular cliffs which the locals call walls are covered with white wind-blown hoarfrost, and with delicate ice, like a varnish, so that the whole great mass rises like a magic palace from the rimy gray of the forest freight spread heavily about its foot. In the summer, when sun and warm wind clear the snow from their steep sides, the horns rear up black—so the locals say—in the sky, only with exquisite white veins and speckles on their ridges; in fact, though, they are a tender distant blue, and what they call veins and speckles are not white, but the lovely milky blue of distant snow against the rock’s darker blue. Even when it is hot, the uppermost parts of the alpine fields around the horns never lose their firn, the solid snow of years past that gleams down then all the whiter against the green of the trees in the valley, but the winter’s snow, a mere down, vanishes from their lower reaches, and the indistinct shimmer of blue and green grows visible, the shifting ice that then lies bare, and greets the valley dwellers from above. At the edge of this shimmer, what looks from afar like a fringe of splintered gems is, seen close-up, a jumble of gigantic rugged blocks, slabs and rubble, jostling and interlocked in chaos. When a long, hot summer comes, the ice fields are exposed far up into the heights, and a much greater expanse of green and blue looks down into the valley, crests and cavities are denuded that otherwise were seen only in white, the dirty hem of the ice grows visible, pushing along rocks, dirt, and mud, and the waters flow more profusely to the valley. This continues until little by little autumn returns, the water abates, and one day a steady gray rain covers the entire floor of the valley, after which, once the mists have dissolved from the heights, the mountain is clad in its soft cloak again, and all the cliffs cones and crags stand clothed in white. So it unfolds, year after year, with small variations, and will continue to unfold so long as nature remains as it is, and snow is on the mountains and people in the valleys. The valley dwellers call the small changes great, note them well, and use them to reckon the progress of the year. In the exposed rock they note the heat and the anomalies of the summer.

			As to climbing the mountain, the approach is from the valley. You head eastward along a fine track that leads over a saddle into another valley. “Saddle” is what they call a moderately high mountain ridge that joins two taller, more eminent peaks, over which you can cross between the peaks from one valley to another. This saddle, which joins the snowy mountain to a tall mountain ridge across from it, is covered with fir woods. At about its highest point, where the path gradually begins to descend to the valley on the other side, there stands what is known as a “misfortune column.” Once a baker, carrying bread in the basket that hung from his neck, was found dead in that spot. A sign was painted showing the dead baker with his basket and with the circle of fir trees around him, and underneath an explanation and an entreaty for a prayer; the sign was put on a red-painted wooden column, and the column was erected at the site of the misfortune. At this column you turn off from the path and walk along the length of the saddle rather than crossing its breadth into the valley beyond. Here the firs form a passage, as though a road ran between them. Sometimes, too, a path leads in this direction, used for bringing wood from the higher slopes down to the misfortune column, but then grass covers it over again. When you continue along this path, which gradually leads uphill, you end up at last in a place free of trees. It is barren heath, without even a shrub, covered with straggling heather, dry mosses, and plants that take to barren soil. The ground grows steeper and steeper, and for a long stretch you walk uphill, but always in a gully that resembles a rounded trench, with the advantage that it keeps you from losing your way in the vast treeless ever-same expanse. After a while outcroppings appear, rising straight from the grassy ground like churches, between whose walls you can walk uphill a long while. Then bald ridges nearly bare of vegetation appear once more, now looming into the air of the higher regions and leading straight to the ice. Steep rock faces drop off on both sides of the path, and this causeway joins the snowy mountain to the saddle. To surmount the ice, you walk for some time along its edge, where the outcroppings hem it, to reach the older firn that has built up over the glacial crevasses and at most times of the year will bear the wanderer’s weight. At the firn’s highest point the two horns loom up from the snow, the tallest of which is the mountain’s summit. These peaks are very hard to climb; as they are surrounded by a trench of snow—the Firn Fissure—now broader, now narrower, which you must leap over, and as their perpendicular walls offer only tiny ledges to lodge the foot, most mountain climbers content themselves with reaching the Firn Fissure and enjoying the panorama, so far as the horn does not obscure it. Those who wish to climb to the summit must use crampons, ropes, and iron rungs. 

			There are other mountains on the southern side of the valley, but none so high, though they, too, are covered with snow in early fall, and keep it until late in spring. But the summer always takes the snow away, and the cliffs have a friendly sheen in the sunshine, and the gentle green of the woods lower down is cleaved by broad blue shadows so lovely that if you looked all your life, you could never look your fill.

			On the other sides of the valley, from north and east and west, the mountains stretch out, longer and lower, with some fields and meadows reaching quite high up their slopes, above which you see clearings alpine huts and the like, until they stretch along the sky edged by fine-toothed forest, serrations that show their low elevation, while the southern mountains, though harboring forests still more magnificent, sweep a perfectly smooth edge across the brilliant sky.

			When you stand in the middle of the valley, you have the sensation that no path leads into this basin and no path leads forth from it; indeed, those who are often in the mountains know this illusion well. In fact, not only do various paths lead out to the northern plains, some on almost level ground and following the mountain rifts; toward the south, where the valley seems almost utterly closed off by perpendicular walls, a path even crosses the saddle mentioned above.

			The village is called Gschaid, and the snowy mountain that gazes down upon its houses is called Gars.

			Beyond the saddle lies a much lovelier and lusher valley than that of Gschaid, and a beaten path leads down from the misfortune column. At the entrance to the valley is the imposing market town of Millsdorf, very large, with various workshops, and several buildings housing urban trades and professions. The inhabitants are far more prosperous than those of Gschaid, and though the valleys lie just a three hours’ walk apart, an insignificant trifle for mountain dwellers accustomed to great distances and fond of travail, the customs and habits of the two valleys are as different, even their external appearance is as dissimilar, as though many miles lay between them. This is often the case in the mountains, due not only to the valleys’ differing exposure to the sun, which favors them to a greater or lesser degree, but also to the character of the inhabitants, whose occupations pull them in one direction or another. But all concur in embracing tradition and the ways of their fathers, in having little use for great comings and goings, and in their extraordinary love of their native valley, without which they can barely live.

			Months may pass a year may pass before an inhabitant of Gschaid crosses over to the valley on the other side and visits the big market town of Millsdorf. It is just the same with the Millsdorfers, though for their part they do have dealings with the outside world, and thus are not as isolated as the Gschaiders. There is even a track that one might call a road running down their valley, and many a traveler and many a wanderer passes through without the slightest suspicion that north of his path, beyond the snowy mountain gazing down from on high, there is another valley with many houses scattered throughout it, where the village with the pointed steeple stands.

			The village tradesmen who satisfy the valley’s needs include a shoemaker, that trade being indispensable wherever people have risen above their primitive state. The Gschaiders are so far above that state that they require fine, sound mountain footgear. But for one minor exception, their shoemaker is the only one in the valley. His house stands on the square in Gschaid where all the better houses stand, its gray walls, white sills, and green shutters looking out upon the four linden trees. On the ground floor is the workshop the journeymen’s room a large and a small sitting room a little shop as well as a kitchen a pantry and all the adjoining closets; on the upper floor, or strictly speaking under the gable, is the attic room, the best room in the house. In it stand two canopy beds and fine polished wardrobes, as well as a cupboard with dishes a table with inlays upholstered armchairs a wall-mounted safe-box with the family savings, on the walls hang pictures of the saints two fine pocket watches prizes from shooting competitions, and finally target and shooting rifles and their paraphernalia are mounted in a special cabinet with glass panels. Adjoining the shoemaker’s house is a smaller cottage separated from it only by the arched gateway, built in the same manner, and belonging to the shoemaker’s house like a part to the whole. It has just one room with all the amenities. It is meant to serve the owner of the house, once he has handed over the property to his son or heir, to dwell with his wife until both have died and the cottage, vacant once more, awaits a new occupant. In the back the shoemaker’s house has a stable and a barn, for all the valley dwellers, even if they pursue a trade, are farmers as well, deriving good and lasting sustenance thereby. Behind these buildings, finally, is the garden lacked by few of Gschaid’s better homes, yielding vegetables, fruit, and flowers for festive occasions. In Gschaid, typically of mountain villages, bees are often kept in these gardens.

			The minor exception mentioned above, the rival to the shoemaker’s hegemony, is old Tobias the cobbler, though really he is no rival at all because he merely mends shoes, has his hands full with that, and has not the remotest notion of competing with the town’s distinguished shoemaker on the square, especially as the town shoemaker often provides him with leather scraps soles and other such things free of charge. In the summer old Tobias sits under elder bushes at the end of the village to do his work. He is surrounded by shoes and low laced boots, all of them old gray muddy and torn. There are no boots with long shafts, for those are not worn in the village and the surrounding area; only two people own them, the pastor and the schoolteacher, but they have their mending and their new boots done by the town shoemaker. In the winter old Tobias sits in his little room behind the elder bushes, which he keeps toasty warm, for wood comes cheap in Gschaid.

			Before inheriting the house, the town shoemaker poached chamois, and in general, as the Gschaiders say, was up to no good in his youth. Always one of the school’s best pupils, he learned cobbling from his father, then went on the road as a journeyman, and returned at long last. Rather than do the proper thing for a tradesman and wear a black hat as his father had done all his life, he donned a green one, stuck it with all the kinds of feathers there were, and strutted around wearing it with the shortest loden coat to be found in the valley, whereas his father had always worn a dark coat, black if possible, which, as befitting a tradesman, had to be cut very long. The young shoemaker was seen wherever there was dancing or ninepins. If ever someone gave him advice, he would whistle a little tune. He took his target rifle to all the shooting contests nearby, and sometimes brought home a prize, which he took for a great triumph. The prizes generally consisted of artfully mounted coins, to win which the shoemaker, spendthrift that he was, had to spend more of those coins than made up the prize. He went on all the hunts that were held in the region, and gained the reputation of a fine marksman. But sometimes he went off alone with his double rifle and with crampons, and once was said to have suffered a serious head wound.

			In Millsdorf lived a dyer whose dyeworks were at the very start of town when you came down the path from Gschaid, quite sizable, employing many workers and even—an unheard-of thing in the valley—machines. He also owned a large swath of farmland. The shoemaker went over the mountains to win this dyer’s daughter. She was known far and wide for her beauty, but also for her reclusion modesty and domestic virtue. Yet still, or so they said, the shoemaker had caught her eye. The dyer would not let him into the house; and the lovely daughter, who even before had never visited public places or festivities, and had rarely been seen outside her parents’ house, now went nowhere at all but to church, or walked in their garden or through the rooms of their house.

			Some time after the death of his parents, when their house had fallen to him and he lived there all alone, the shoemaker changed completely. Whereas earlier he had reveled, now he sat in his workshop and hammered away at his soles night and day. Boastfully he offered a prize for anyone who could make better shoes and footgear. He took on none but the very best workers, and hectored them thoroughly as they worked in his workshop, so that they would follow him and do everything as he ordered. Indeed he succeeded so well that his services were employed not only by all of Gschaid—which had been buying most of its footgear from neighboring valleys—but by the entire valley, and at last there were even people from Millsdorf and other valleys who came to have their footgear made by the shoemaker in Gschaid. His fame spread even to the lowlands, so that people planning to travel in the mountains would have him make the boots for their journey.

			He furnished his house beautifully, and in the shop the shoes, low laced boots, and tall boots gleamed on the shelves; and on Sundays, when all the valley dwellers came to town and gathered by the four lindens on the square, they would go to the shoemaker’s house and look through the windows into the shop where customers were making purchases and placing orders.

			With his love of the mountains, what he still made best was the low laced mountain boots. At the inn he liked to say that no one could show him another man’s mountain boot that compared with one of his. “They don’t know,” he’d continue, “they’ve never learned in their lives how a boot like that must be, that the starry sky of the hobnails must sit properly on the sole, with all the iron reinforcement required, that the boot must be hard on the outside, so that not a single rock, however jagged, may be felt, yet enfold the foot as softly and gently as a glove.”

			The shoemaker had a great big book made in which he entered all the articles he manufactured, along with the names of those who had supplied the material and those who purchased the articles, and a brief note on the quality of the product. Footgear of the same kind was given consecutive numbers; and the book was kept in the big chest in his shop.

			Though the beautiful dyer’s daughter of Millsdorf never left her parents’ house, though she visited neither friends nor relations, the shoemaker of Gschaid contrived that she should see him from afar when going to church, when in her garden, and when looking out her window at the mountain meadows. What with all that seeing, the dyer’s wife made long ardent tireless appeals for her daughter until the stiff-necked dyer relented, and the shoemaker, having after all changed his ways for the better, took the rich beautiful Millsdorfer back to Gschaid as his wedded wife. But the dyer, all the same, was a man with a mind of his own. An upstanding person, he said, must pursue his trade so that it flourishes and grows, he must feed his wife his children himself and his servants, keep his house and his farm in splendid state, and set plenty of money aside, for only those savings could ensure his honor and reputation in the world; and so the dyer’s daughter would receive only a fine trousseau, the rest being a matter for her husband to provide and establish for all the future. The dyeworks in Millsdorf and the farm belonging to his house, said the dyer, were a sizable and respectable business that must be maintained for the sake of his honor, and all that was there must serve as its foundation stone, for which reason he would give away nothing. When he and his wife were dead, the dyeworks and the farm in Millsdorf would belong to their only daughter, the shoemaker’s wife in Gschaid, and the shoemaker and his wife could then do with them as they pleased: but all that would happen only if the heirs were worthy of the inheritance; if they were not, it would pass to their children, and if there were no children, it would pass on to other relatives, excepting the statutory share alone. And the shoemaker demanded not a thing, proudly showing that he had been thinking only of the beautiful dyer’s daughter of Millsdorf herself, and that he could feed and keep her as she had been fed and kept at home. Not only did he clothe his wife more beautifully than all the women in Gschaid and all the valley, he gave her clothes more beautiful than she had ever worn at home, and her food, drink, and other amenities had to be better and show more thought than the same things she had enjoyed under her father’s roof. And to spite his father-in-law, he used his savings to buy more and more property, until he had amassed considerable holdings.

			Since the inhabitants of Gschaid so rarely leave their village, seldom even crossing over to Millsdorf, from which customs and mountain ridges sunder them, and furthermore since none of their men has ever been known to leave his valley to move to the next valley (moves to distant places are more common), and finally since no woman or girl likes to migrate from one valley to another, except in the rather rare event that she follows her heart and goes to another valley as a wife to her husband—so it came that the beautiful dyer’s daughter of Millsdorf, having become the shoemaker’s wife in Gschaid, was still seen as a stranger by the other Gschaiders, and though no one behaved badly toward her, though indeed they loved her for her beauty and her propriety, there was always the appearance of reserve, or, if you will, of deference, preventing the sort of intimacy and camaraderie that Gschaid women felt toward Gschaid women and Gschaid men toward Gschaid men. So it was, it could not be remedied, and was only exacerbated by the better clothing and domestic conveniences that the shoemaker’s wife enjoyed.

			After the first year she had borne her husband a son, and several years later a daughter. But she thought he did not love the children as she imagined he should and as she was conscious of loving them; most of the time he was grave faced, preoccupied with his work. He rarely dandled or played with the children, and always spoke calmly to them, just as adults are spoken to. As far as food and clothing and other outward things went, he treated the children irreproachably.

			In the early days of their marriage the dyer’s wife often came to Gschaid, and the young couple visited Millsdorf for parish fairs or other festive occasions. But once the children were born, this changed. While mothers love their children and yearn for them, the same is often truer still of grandmothers: at times they pine for their grandchildren with a longing that is veritably morbid. The dyer’s wife came to Gschaid often to see the children, to bring them presents and stay for a while, departing with well-meant exhortations. But when the age and health of the dyer’s wife no longer allowed her to travel as often, and the dyer raised objections, a different solution was thought up; things were turned around, and now the children went to their grandmother. Their mother often brought them herself in a wagon, but more often, while still of a tender age, they were bundled up and sent off with a maidservant who took them over the saddle in a cart. When they were bigger, they went to Millsdorf on foot, either with their mother or with a maid; in fact, when the boy had grown able strong and clever, they let him cross the saddle by himself on the familiar path, and when he asked, and the weather was very fine, his little sister was allowed to accompany him. This is a common thing among the Gschaiders, for they are used to making strenuous journeys on foot, and all the parents especially men such as the shoemaker are pleased to see their children learn to fend for themselves.

			So it came that the two children took the path over the saddle more often than all the other villagers together, and as even their mother had always been treated as a kind of stranger in Gschaid, this circumstance made the children strange too, they were hardly Gschaiders at all, and half belonged over in Millsdorf.

			The boy Konrad already had his father’s earnest character, and the girl, named Susanna after her mother, or Sanna for short, believed greatly in his skills his wisdom and his power, and submitted absolutely to his guidance, just as her mother submitted absolutely to the guidance of their father, whom she credited with all kinds of wisdom and skill.

			On fine days you could see the children walk across the valley toward the south, cross the meadow, and reach the place where the forest of the saddle looms over it. They would approach the forest, then take the forest path to climb gradually over the ridge, and before noon they would descend toward Millsdorf through the open pastures of the other side. Konrad showed Sanna the pastures that belonged to their grandfather, and then they walked through his fields, where Konrad explained the different kinds of grain, then they saw the long lengths of cloth that hung from poles under the eaves, twisting in the wind or making droll faces, then they heard his fulling mill and his tanbark mill, which he had built on his brook for the cloth-makers and tanners, then they rounded another corner of the fields and soon passed through the back gate into the garden of the dyeworks, where their grandmother received them. She always sensed when they were coming, looked out of the windows and saw them from afar when Sanna’s red shawl shone out in the sun.

			Then she took the children through the washing and pressing rooms into the parlor, had them sit down, made them keep on their neckerchiefs and jackets, so as not to catch cold, and had them stay there for lunch. After lunch they could take off their jackets, play, roam the rooms of their grandfather’s house, or do whatever else they wanted, so long as it was not unseemly or forbidden. The dyer, who always joined them at lunch, quizzed them about their school subjects, and hammered into their heads the things they had to learn. In the afternoon, long before it was time, their grandmother would start urging them to leave, lest heaven forbid they should be late. Though the dyer had provided no dowry, and had sworn to give away none of his fortune before he died, his wife did not feel so strictly obligated, and not only did she give the children all sorts of things on their visits, often including coins, sometimes worth quite a bit, she always put together two little bundles of things that she thought would be needed, or would give the children pleasure. And even if the shoemaker’s house in Gschaid often boasted the same things, as fine as could be, in the joy of giving the grandmother gave them all the same, and the children carried them home as though they were something special. So it would happen that on Christmas Eve the children would unwittingly carry home, well packed and sealed in boxes, the presents to be bestowed on them that night.

			Because the grandmother always urged the children to set out before it was time, so that they would not be late coming home, the result was that the children dawdled on their way, sometimes in one place, sometimes in another. They liked to sit by the hazel grove on the saddle and crack nuts with stones, or, if there were no nuts, play with leaves or sticks or with the soft brown catkins that drop from the branches of the conifers early in the spring. Sometimes Konrad told his little sister stories, or when they came to the red misfortune column he would take her a ways down the side path to the left, toward the heights, and tell her it was the path up the snowy mountain, where the cliffs and rocks are, where chamois leap about and great birds soar. He often led her up past the forest, where they gazed at the barren turf and the little heather shrubs; but then he would take her back, and bring her home before darkness fell, for which he was always praised.

			One Christmas Eve, when dawn’s first glow had turned to brightness in the valley of Gschaid, the whole sky was covered by a thin dry veil, so that the sun, low and remote in the southeast, was visible only as an indistinct red spot, and that day mild almost balmy air hung motionless throughout the valley and even in the sky, as shown by the clouds’ serene and unchanging forms. At that the shoemaker’s wife said to her children: “It’s such a pleasant day, it hasn’t rained for such a long time, and the paths are dry and firm; and your father gave permission yesterday on the condition that today should be a good day; so you may go to Millsdorf to see your grandmother, but you must ask your father first.”

			The children, still in their nightgowns, went into the next room where their father was speaking with a customer, and asked him to repeat yesterday’s permission, this being such a fine day. Permission was given, and they went back to their mother.

			Now the shoemaker’s wife dressed her children with foresighted care; or rather, put the girl in protective weathertight things; for the boy had begun to dress by himself, and was ready long before his mother had put the girl in order. Having finished, she said, “Konrad, take heed: I’m letting the girl go with you, so you must leave with time to spare, you must not stop anywhere, and as soon as you’ve had lunch with Grandmother, you must start back, and head home, for the days are short now, and the sun sets very early.”

			“I know that, Mother,” said Konrad.

			“And take good care of Sanna, so that she doesn’t fall, or get too hot.”

			“Yes Mother.”

			“So, God bless you, and now go to your father and tell him that you’re leaving.”

			The boy slung around his shoulders a satchel which his father had skillfully sewn from calfskin, and the children went into the next room to bid their father farewell. They soon emerged and hopped cheerfully out onto the road, blessed by their mother with the sign of the cross.

			They walked quickly down the village square, and then along the house-lined lane and finally between the orchards’ board fences and out into the open. The sun now hung over the eastward slopes where the forest was woven with milky strands of cloud, and through the crab apple’s bare branches its dull reddish image strode onward with the children.

			There was no snow in all the valley; in the taller mountains it had gleamed down for many weeks already, and they were now covered with it, while the lower mountains stood snowless and serene in the cloak of their fir woods and the wan red of their bared branches. The ground had not yet frozen, and what with the long rainless spell it would have been completely dry had not the season covered it with a delicate film of moisture, which did not make it slippery but rather firm and resilient, so that they walked along easily and swiftly. What little grass was still seen in the pastures, chiefly along the ditches, was autumnal in appearance. There was no frost and, looking more closely, not even dew, which for country folk would have meant imminent rain.

			Near the bounds of the pastures was a mountain stream crossed by a high bridge. The children climbed onto the bridge and looked down. The stream had hardly any water, a fine trickle very blue in color flowed through the dry pebbles, which the lack of rain had turned utterly white, and the small amount and the color of the water showed that in the higher reaches cold must have set in, sealing the ground so that the soil did not cloud the water, and hardening the ice so that it could release only a few clear drops from within.

			From the bridge the children passed through the dales and drew closer and closer to the woods.

			At last they reached the edge of the forest, and through it they walked onward.

			Once they had reached the higher woods on the saddle, the long ruts in the track were no longer soft, as they were down in the valley, but firm, and this was not because they were dry, but rather, as the children soon ascertained, because they were frozen. In some places they were so frozen through that they carried the weight of the children’s bodies. As children will, they now spurned the smooth path next to the wagon track and walked along in the ruts instead, trying to see if this or that ridge of mud would carry their weight yet. An hour later, when they had reached the top of the saddle, the ground was so hard that it rang underfoot, and the clods were like stones.

			At the place with the baker’s red misfortune column, Sanna was first to notice that today it was not there. They went over to the spot and saw the round red-painted pole that held the picture lying in the dry grass, which stood there like thin straw and hid the fallen column from sight. Though they could not tell why the column was lying there, whether it had been pushed over or fallen on its own, they saw that at the place where it lodged in the ground it was rotten, and could have fallen over quite easily; at any rate, now that it had fallen, they were delighted to see the picture and the writing so close, as they never had before. Once they had looked at everything—the basket with the rolls, the baker’s pale hands, his closed eyes, his gray coat and the firs all around—once they had read the writing and recited it aloud, they went on their way again.

			After yet another hour the dark woods receded on both sides, scattered trees some solitary oaks some birches and clumps of bushes met them and accompanied them on their way, and soon they were walking down the pastures and into the valley of Millsdorf.

			Though that valley lies much lower than Gschaid’s, and was so much warmer that the harvest always came two weeks earlier, the ground was frozen here as well, and when the children reached their grandfather’s tanbark and fulling mills, the path, often spattered with drops from the mill wheels, had pretty little panels of ice, a thing that children delight in.

			Their grandmother had seen them coming and went out to meet them, she took Sanna by her frozen little hands and led her into the parlor.

			She took off their warmer clothes, put more fuel in the stove, and asked how they had fared on their way over.

			Having heard their reply, she said, “That’s fine, that’s good, I’m very glad you’ve come again; but today you must leave quite soon, the day is short, and it’s growing colder, even just this morning the ground in Millsdorf wasn’t yet frozen.”

			“It was the same in Gschaid,” said the boy.

			“You see, that’s why you’ll have to hurry, so you won’t be cold come evening,” their grandmother replied.

			Then she asked what their mother was doing, what their father was doing, and whether anything of interest had happened in Gschaid.

			After these questions she concerned herself with lunch, took care that it would be ready earlier than usual, and prepared little treats for the children herself, things she knew would please them. Then the dyer was called, the children had places set for them at the table like grown-up people, eating with Grandfather and Grandmother now, and she served them especially choice bits. After lunch she stroked Sanna’s cheeks, which had meanwhile turned quite red.

			Then she bustled back and forth, filling the boy’s calfskin satchel and putting things in his pockets. She also put all sorts of things in Sanna’s little bag. She gave each a piece of bread to eat along the way, and in the satchel, she said, were two loaves of white bread in case they got hungrier.

			“I’ve packed some good roasted coffee for your mother,” she said, “and in the flask, which is plugged and well sealed, there’s brewed coffee, better than your mother usually makes, she ought to taste what it’s like, a real elixir, so strong that just a sip warms the stomach and won’t let the body freeze even on the coldest winter days. But take home the other things in the satchel, in the box, and in the paper wrappings, without opening them.”

			After talking with the children a while longer, she said that they should go.

			“Take care, Sanna,” she said, “that you don’t get a chill, don’t overheat yourself; and don’t walk up the pastures and under the trees. If the wind rises toward evening, you’ll have to walk more slowly. Greet your father and your mother, and wish them the happiest of holidays.”

			The grandmother kissed both children on the cheeks and thrust them out the door. But then she followed, accompanied them through the garden, let them out the back gate, locked it again, and went back into the house.

			The children walked past the panels of ice by their grandfather’s mills, they walked through Millsdorf’s fields, and turned toward the pastures.

			As they climbed the slopes, where, as we said, scattered trees and clumps of bushes stood, single snowflakes began to fall very slowly.

			“You see, Sanna,” said the boy, “right away I thought we’d have snow; you know, when we left the house we could still see the sun, blood-red as a lamp by the Holy Sepulcher, and now it can’t be seen at all, there’s nothing but the gray fog up above the treetops. That always means snow.”

			The children walked on with greater cheer, and Sanna rejoiced when she managed to catch one of the falling flakes on the dark sleeve of her jacket and it stayed a long time without melting. Once they had finally reached the upper edge of the heights over Millsdorf, where the path approaches the dark firs of the saddle, the solid forest wall was daintily dappled by the flakes that were floating down more and more abundantly. Now they entered the dense woods where the greater part of their journey would lie.

			From the edge of the forest the path climbs still farther, until you reach the red misfortune column, where, as noted above, the path descends into the valley of Gschaid. In fact, the woods on the Millsdorf side slope so steeply that the path does not climb in a straight line, but rather in very long twists from west to east and east to west. Along the whole length of the path up to the column and down to the meadows of Gschaid stand tall dense uncleared woods, which do not start to thin out until you reach the plain and emerge onto the meadows of the valley of Gschaid. Though a mere small bridge between two great summits, the saddle itself is so high that if placed on the plain it would stand as an eminent mountain ridge.

			The first thing the children saw on entering the woods was that the frozen ground looked gray, as though dusted with flour, that the thin stalks of dry grass that stood between the trees and by the path trailed their tassels, weighed down with snowflakes, and the green boughs of the firs and spruces, opening like hands, were covered with white down.

			“Is it snowing at home too, where Father is?” asked Sanna.

			“Certainly,” said the boy, “it’s also growing colder, and you’ll see, tomorrow the whole pond will be frozen over.”

			“Yes, Konrad,” said the girl.

			She nearly doubled the pace of her little steps to keep up with the boy as he strode onward.

			They marched stoutly on up the twists of the path, now from west to east, now from east to west. The wind their grandmother had predicted did not come; on the contrary, it was so still that not a branch or a twig stirred; indeed, it even seemed warmer inside the forest, as loose masses, which forests are, tend to be warmer in winter, and the snowflakes kept falling still more abundantly, so that all the ground was already white, the woods were turning gray with the dusting, and snow settled on the hats and clothes of the boy and the girl.

			The children’s delight was great. They trod on the soft down, their feet sought the places where it seemed to lie more thickly, to step there and pretend they were already wading. They did not shake the snow from their clothing.

			A vast hush had descended. Even in the winter woods the birds flit to and fro at times, and on their outward journey the children had even heard a few birds twittering, but they heard them no longer, nor did they see any perched on twigs, or flying; all life in the woods seemed extinct.

			Nothing was behind the children but their footprints, and in front of them the snow was clean and unbroken, so it was clear that they were the only ones crossing the saddle today.

			They continued in the same direction, sometimes approaching the trees, sometimes drawing farther away, and wherever there was dense underbrush, they could see the snow on the branches.

			Still their delight kept growing, for the snowflakes fell more and more thickly, and soon they no longer had to look for snow to wade in; now it lay so thick that they felt it everywhere soft beneath their soles, and felt it already begin to close in on their boots, and now that all was so quiet and secretive, they seemed to hear the snow rustle as it sifted through the needles.

			“Will we see the misfortune column today?” the girl asked. “It’s toppled over, and the snow will fall on it, and then the red will be white.”

			“That’s why we’ll still see it,” the boy replied, “even if the snow falls on it, and even if it’s white, we’ll have to see it lying there, because it’s a thick column, and because it has the black iron cross at the top that will always be sticking out.”

			“Yes Konrad.”

			Meanwhile, as they walked onward, the snowfall had grown so dense that all they could see was the very closest trees.

			The hardness of the path was no longer to be felt, nor even its ridges, the snow made the path evenly soft all over, and it could be made out only as a uniform white band running onward through the forest. A lovely white coat already covered all the branches.

			The children walked in the middle of the path now, their little feet furrowing the snow, and they went more slowly as walking grew more difficult. The boy pulled up his jacket at the neck to keep the snow from falling in, and he pulled down his hat to be better protected. And he tightened the shawl that his mother had placed around his sister’s shoulders, and pulled it forward to make a roof over her forehead.

			The wind their grandmother had predicted still failed to come; instead, bit by bit, the snow fell so thickly that not even the closest trees could be made out, looming in the air like sacks made of fog.

			The children kept walking. They ducked their heads more snugly down into their clothes and kept walking.

			Sanna put her hand out to the strap of the calfskin satchel slung over Konrad’s shoulders, held it tightly, and so they went their way.

			Still they had not reached the misfortune column. The boy could not tell the time, because no sun was in the sky, and because it was always uniformly gray.

			“Will we come to the misfortune column soon?” asked Sanna.

			“I don’t know,” the boy replied, “I can’t see the trees today, and I can’t make out the path, because it’s so white. It looks as if we won’t see the misfortune column at all, because with so much snow lying it’ll be covered and nothing will stick out, not a blade of grass or an arm of the black cross. But it doesn’t matter. We’ll keep walking up the path, the path goes on between the trees, and when it reaches the place where the misfortune column is, it’ll go downhill, we’ll keep walking along it, and when it comes out of the trees, we’ll already be in the meadows of Gschaid, after that comes the bridge, and we won’t be far from home then.”

			“Yes Konrad,” said the girl.

			They kept walking along their uphill path. The footprints behind them were not visible for long now; the falling snow’s tremendous abundance soon covered them and made them vanish. Now the snow no longer rustled in the needles as it fell, it settled, swift and secretive, on the white blanket already lying there. The children drew their clothes still more tightly about them to ward off the perpetual omnipresent infiltration.

			They walked very quickly, and the path kept leading uphill.

			A long time passed, and still they had not reached the high point where the misfortune column had to be, and where the path had to turn downhill toward Gschaid.

			At last the children reached a place where no trees stood.

			“I don’t see any trees anymore,” said Sanna.

			“Maybe it’s just that the path is too wide and we can’t see them in the snowstorm,” the boy replied.

			“Yes, Konrad,” said the girl.

			After a while the boy stopped and said, “I can’t see any trees either, we must be out of the woods, and the path is still climbing. Let’s stop for a while and look around, maybe we’ll see something.”

			But they saw nothing at all. They gazed through a dim space into the sky. Just as, when it hails, dark frayed swaths jut down over the bloated white or greenish clouds, so it was here, and the mute deluge continued. On the ground they saw but a round spot of white and then nothing more.

			“You know, Sanna,” said the boy, “we’re on the dry meadow where I’ve often taken you in the summer, where we sat and looked at the turf that slopes upward, where the pretty tufts of herbs grow. Soon we’ll go downhill to the right!”

			“Yes Konrad.”

			“The day is short, as Grandmother said, and you know it yourself, so we’ll have to hurry.”

			“Yes Konrad,” said the girl.

			“Wait a moment, I’ll fix you up better,” the boy returned.

			He took off his hat, put it on Sanna’s head, and tied the strings under her chin. The shawl she wore gave her too little protection, whereas he had such a mass of thick curls on his head that snow could fall on it for a long time yet before the wet and the cold would seep through. Then he took off his fur jacket and pulled it over his sister’s arms. Around his own shoulders and arms, now in shirtsleeves, he tied the smaller shawl Sanna had had over her chest, and the larger one she’d had over her shoulders. That would be enough for him, he thought, if only he walked stoutly, he wouldn’t be cold.

			He took the girl’s hand, and thus they walked onward.

			The girl gazed with willing eyes into the gray that reigned all around, and followed him gladly, only her hurrying little feet could not quite keep pace as he strove onward like someone trying to force a decision.

			They were walking now with the doggedness and vigor that children and animals have, not knowing how much is granted them, nor when they have exhausted their store.

			But as they walked, they could not tell whether they were coming down the mountain or not. They had immediately turned downhill to the right, but ended up back on a course that led uphill, downhill and up again. Often they came to steep places they had to skirt, and a trench they walked along led them around in a curve. They climbed slopes that proved steeper underfoot than expected, and what they thought was downhill was flat, or a hollow, or stretched on and on.

			“Where are we, Konrad?” asked the girl.

			“I don’t know,” he replied.

			“If only I could see something with these eyes of mine,” he went on, “so that I could get my bearings.”

			But there was nothing around them but blinding whiteness, everywhere that whiteness which itself merely drew a shrinking circle around them, then shifted to a light fog descending in swaths that consumed every other thing, and concealed it, and in the end was nothing other than the insatiably falling snow.

			“Wait, Sanna,” said the boy, “let’s stay where we are for a moment and listen, and see if we can’t hear some sign from the valley, perhaps a dog or a bell or the mill, or perhaps a cry will be heard, we must hear something, and then we’ll know where we have to go.”

			Now they stayed where they were, but they heard nothing. They stayed a while longer, but no sign came, not a single sound not the faintest sound could be heard but their breath, indeed in the silence that reigned it was as though they should hear the falling of the snow on their lashes. Their grandmother’s prediction remained unfulfilled, the wind had not come, indeed—a rare thing in those regions—not the faintest breath of air stirred throughout the entire sky.

			After waiting a long while, they walked onward again.

			“It doesn’t matter,” said the boy, “don’t be discouraged, just follow me, I’ll take you over the mountain yet. —If only the snow would stop!”

			She was not discouraged, she picked up her little feet as best she could, and followed him. He led her onward in the light white restless opaque space.

			After a time they saw crags. They loomed up dark and indistinct from the white and opaque light. As the children approached, they nearly ran into them. The crags rose like a wall, completely perpendicular, so that barely a snowflake could cling to their sides.

			“Sanna, Sanna,” he said, “there are the crags, let’s keep walking, let’s keep walking.”

			They kept walking, they had to go into the crags and continue among them. The crags left them no place to turn to the left or to the right, leading them along a narrow passage. After a time they lost the crags again and could see them no longer. Just as they had blundered unexpectedly into their midst, they unexpectedly left them behind. Again there was nothing but whiteness surrounding them, and all around no intervening darkness could be seen. There seemed to be a great wealth of light, yet it was impossible to see three steps ahead; everything was swathed, if this can be said, in one great white darkness, and as there were no shadows, there was no judging the size of things, and the children could not tell whether they were heading uphill or downhill until they were forced to go uphill by stumbling against a steep place.

			“My eyes hurt,” said Sanna.

			“Don’t look at the snow,” the boy replied, “look at the clouds. Mine have been hurting for a long time; it doesn’t matter, though, I have to look at the snow because I have to watch the path. Don’t be afraid, I’ll lead you down to Gschaid yet.”

			“Yes, Konrad.”

			They went on walking; but however they walked, however they turned, there was nowhere to begin descending. On both sides were steep upward slopes like roofs, and they walked on in the middle, but still always uphill. When they left the sloping roofs behind, and headed downhill, it was soon so steep that they had to turn back; often they stumbled upon bumps, or they had to skirt hillocks.

			And they found that their feet, sinking deeper through the fresh snow, did not feel the ground beneath them, it was something else, like older frozen snow; but they walked on and on, walked with haste and endurance. When they stopped, all was still, immeasurably still; when they walked, they heard the swish of their feet, nothing else; for the shrouds of the sky fell without a sound, and so profusely that one could see the snow growing. They themselves were so snow-covered that they merged into the universal whiteness, and if a few steps had sundered them, they would have lost sight of each other.

			It was a boon that the snow was as dry as sand, so that it easily slipped and sifted from their feet and boots and socks without leaving clumps or moisture.

			At last they arrived among objects again.

			There lay gigantic great pieces of debris tumbled in great confusion, covered with snow that sifted everywhere into the gaps, and once again the children had nearly stumbled on them before seeing them. They went up close to look at these things.

			It was ice—sheer ice.

			There lay great slabs, covered with snow, but with their walls showing smooth green-hued ice, hills lay there, like foam pushed together, but with a dull inward glimmer and gleam in their sides, like jumbled bars and rods of gemstones, and there lay rounded spheres too, completely cloaked in snow, there loomed slabs and other shapes aslant or straight like the steeple in Gschaid or like houses. Some were hollowed out by cavities that an arm could pass through, a head, a body, a whole great hay wain. All these fragments had been forced together or upward, and then frozen, often forming roofs or overhangs over whose edges the snow lay, and reached down like long white paws. There was even a great alarmingly black rock, like a house, amid the ice, lifted up to stand on its tip, so that no snow could cling to its sides. And it was not this rock alone—there were other, still larger ones embedded in the ice, which they noticed only later, rocks like a wall of rubble stretching along it.

			“There’s so much ice, there must have been lots of water once,” said Sanna.

			“No, that’s not from water,” her brother replied, “it’s the ice of the mountain, that’s up there always, because it has been made that way.”

			“Yes Konrad,” said Sanna.

			“We’ve come to the ice now,” the boy said, “we’re up on the mountain, Sanna, you know, the mountain that’s so white in the sunshine when we look out from our garden. Mark my words well. Do you remember how we often sat in the garden in the afternoons, how beautiful it was, how the bees hummed around us, the lindens smelled so sweet, and the sun shone from the sky?”

			“Yes, Konrad, I remember.”

			“We saw the mountain then too. We saw how blue it was, blue as the gentle firmament, we saw the snow that’s there on high even when it’s summer where we are, when there’s great heat, and the grain is ripening.”

			“Yes, Konrad.”

			“And down where the snow ends you see all sorts of colors if you look close enough, green, blue, whitish—that’s the ice, it only looks so small from below because we’re so far away, father says it will never be gone until the end of the world. And I’ve often seen how the blue color continues downhill from the ice, those must be rocks, I thought, or solid ground and pastures, and then the woods begin, sloping downhill farther and farther, you see all sorts of crags in them, and then come the meadows, already green, and then the green leafy woods, then come our meadows and fields in the valley of Gschaid. Do you see, Sanna? Now we’ve reached the ice, so we’ll go downhill across the blue color, then through the forests where the crags are, then across the meadows, and then through the green leafy woods, and then we’ll be in the valley of Gschaid, and we’ll easily find our way to the village.”

			“Yes Konrad,” said the girl.

			Now the children walked into the ice, wherever they could find a way in.

			They were minuscule moving dots amid these monstrous fragments.

			Peering in under the overhangs, as though following some instinct to seek shelter, they came into a trench, a broad deep-cut trench that emerged straight from the ice. It looked like the bed of a river, but dried up and filled in with fresh snow. Where it came forth from the ice, it emerged beneath an ice vault beautifully arched above it. The children walked on up the trench, and went into the vault, and went in deeper and deeper. It was quite dry, and beneath their feet the ice was smooth. But the entire cave was blue, as blue as nothing on earth, a blue much deeper and lovelier than the firmament, like sky-blue stained glass with radiance sinking through it. There were arches thick and thin, there were hanging spikes needles and tassels, the passage would have reached back still deeper, they knew not how deep, but they went no farther. The cave would have been a fine place, it was warm, no snow fell, but it was so alarmingly blue that the children were afraid, and went back out again. They walked on for a time along the trench, and then climbed out over its edge.

			They walked along the edge of the ice, so far as they could find their way across the debris and between the slabs.

			“We’ll just cross over that way, and then walk downhill from the ice,” said Konrad.

			“Yes,” said Sanna, and clung to him.

			From the ice they struck out downhill through the snow in a way that should have led to the valley. But they did not get far. A new tide of ice, like a gigantic rampart, banked and bulging upward, lay athwart the soft snow, and reached around them like arms to the right and the left. Beneath the white blanket that cloaked it the sides glimmered from within, shades of green and blue and dark and black and even yellow and red. Now they could see broader swathes of it, for the vast tireless snowfall had subsided, falling merely as on any snowy day. With the fortitude of ignorance they clambered into the midst of the ice to cross the tide that thrust across their path, and continue downhill on the other side. They slipped into the gaps, they set their feet on those parts of these shapes that bore white caps of snow, whether rock or ice, they used their hands, crawled where they could not walk, and with their light shapes they worked their way up until they had surmounted the side of the rampart, and stood upon the top.

			They meant to climb down the other side.

			But there was no other side. 

			As far as the children could see there was sheer ice. Pinnacles and humps and floes rose up like sheer terrible snow-covered ice. It was not a ridge that one could climb over, that would give way to snow again, as they had thought below; from the bulging surface new walls of ice rose, blasted and clefted, filled with countless snaking blue lines, and behind them were more such walls, and behind those more again, until the falling snow covered the rest with grayness.

			“Sanna, we can’t walk there,” said the boy.

			“No,” his sister answered.

			“Then we’ll turn around again, and try to come down somewhere else.”

			“Yes Konrad.”

			Now the children tried to come down from the icy rampart at the spot where they had climbed up, but they could find no way to come down. There was nothing but sheer ice, as though they had mistaken the direction they had come from. They turned this way and that, and yet they could not leave the ice, as though it had engulfed them. They climbed downhill, and came upon more ice. At last, as the boy kept going in the direction he thought they had come from, they reached debris that was more thinly scattered, but larger and more formidable than that at the edge of the ice, and the children crawled and clambered their way out of it. At the edge of the ice were enormous rocks, heaped in ways the children had never seen in their lives. Many were cloaked in white, many had sloping undersides that were polished smooth and sleek, as though they had been slid along, many leaned against each other like shanties and roofs, many lay atop each other like great hulking lumps. Not far from the children several rocks stood leaning their heads together, and broad blocks lay balanced upon them like a roof. They formed a little house, open in the front, but protected in the back and on the sides. Inside it was dry, for the snow fell straight down, and not a flake had strayed in. The children were glad indeed that they were in the ice no longer, and were standing on the ground of their earth.

			But at the same time it had grown dark at last.

			“Sanna,” said the boy, “we can’t go down now, because night has come, and we could fall, or even slip into a pit. We’ll go in there under the rocks, where it’s so dry and so warm, and there we’ll wait. Soon the sun will rise again, and we’ll go down. Don’t cry, I beg you, don’t cry, I’ll give you all the things that Grandmother gave us to eat.”

			Nor did she cry; when they had gone in under the rocky roof, where they could sit comfortably, and even stand and walk around, she sat close by his side, and was quiet as a mouse.

			“Mother won’t be angry,” said Konrad, “we’ll tell her about all the snow that held us up, and she won’t say a thing; neither will father. If we get cold, you know, you must slap your hands against your body, the way the woodcutters do, and you’ll feel warmer.”

			“Yes Konrad,” said the girl.

			Sanna was not as disappointed as he might have thought to hear that they could not go down from the mountain today, and walk home; for the immeasurable exertion, greater than the children had realized, made it seem sweet unspeakably sweet to sit, and they surrendered to it.

			But now hunger asserted itself. Almost simultaneously both took the pieces of bread from their bags, and ate them. And they ate the things—little bits of cake almonds nuts and other treats—that their grandmother had put in the satchel.

			“But Sanna, now we must brush the snow from our clothes,” the boy said, “otherwise we’ll get wet.”

			“Yes, Konrad,” Sanna replied.

			The children went outside their little house, and first Konrad cleaned his little sister of snow. He took the tail ends of her clothes, shook them, removed the hat he had put on her head, emptied out the snow, and with a cloth he dusted off whatever remained. Then, as best he could, he cleaned off the snow that had settled on him. 

			By this time the snowfall had utterly ceased. The children felt not a single flake.

			They went back into their stone hut and sat down. Standing up had shown them how tired they really were, and they were happy to be sitting. Konrad removed his calfskin satchel. He took out the cloth in which their grandmother had wrapped a box and several paper packages, and put it around his shoulders for greater warmth. He took the two white loaves from the satchel as well, and handed them both to Sanna; the child ate greedily. She ate one of the loaves and part of the second. But she handed the rest to Konrad when she saw that he was not eating. He took it, and ate it.

			From then on the children sat and gazed out.

			As far as they could see in the twilight, the glimmering snow stretched downward, its distinct tiny wafers beginning here and there to sparkle strangely in the dark, as though by day it had drunk up the light, and now was giving it off.

			Night descended with the rapidity typical of high elevations. Soon it was dark all around, only the snow went on shining with its pallid illumination. Not only had the snow stopped falling, the mist that veiled the sky began to thin and part, for the children saw the twinkle of a star. With the snow truly seeming to give off light, and no mist now trailing from the clouds, from the cave the children could see the snowy hills, standing out in lines against the dark sky. Because it was much warmer in the cave than anywhere they had been all day, the children rested, sitting close together, and even forgot to be afraid of the dark. And soon the stars multiplied, appearing now here now there, until there seemed not a cloud left in the sky.

			It was the time when the candles are lit in the valleys. First one is lit and set on the table to light the room, or a mere wooden splint burns, or a flame burns in a niche, and all the windows of lived-in rooms turn bright and shine out into the snowy night—but now, on Christmas Eve, still more were lit to light the gifts for the children, on the tables or hanging from the trees, countless candles were lit, for in nearly every house every hut every room there was a child or children whom the Holy Child had brought gifts, and candles had to be placed next to them. The boy had thought they could soon descend from the mountain, yet of all the lights that burned today in the valley, not a single one shone up to them; they saw nothing but the pale snow and the dark sky, all else had sunk away into the invisible distance. In all the valleys at this hour the children were receiving their gifts from the Holy Child; only these two sat up at the edge of the ice, and the exquisite gifts they were supposed to have received today lay sealed in packages in the calfskin bag in the back of the cave.

			All around the snow clouds had sunk away behind the mountains, and an utterly dark-blue nearly black vault stretched about the children, filled with thickset blazing stars, and through the midst of these stars was woven a wide shimmering milky band that they had seen before from the valley but never with such clarity. The night drew on. The children did not know that the stars advance westward and move onward, or they could have told the hour of the night by their progress; new ones came and the old ones went, but they thought it was always the same stars. With the glow of the stars it grew brighter around the children; but they saw no valley no country, all around only white—sheer white. Only a dark horn a dark head a dark arm loomed, rising here and there from the shimmer. The moon was nowhere to be seen in the sky, perhaps it had set early with the sun, or it had not yet appeared.

			When a long time had passed, the boy said, “Sanna, you mustn’t sleep; for you know what Father said, if you sleep in the mountains you’ll freeze to death, just as the old hunter, the Eschenjäger, fell asleep and sat dead on a stone for four months, and nobody knew where he was.”

			“No, I won’t sleep,” the girl said faintly.

			Konrad had tugged at a tail end of her clothing to rouse her to say those words.

			Now she was quiet again.

			After a while the boy felt a gentle pressure on his arm, weighing heavier and heavier. Sanna had fallen asleep and was leaning against him.

			“Sanna, don’t sleep, I beg you, don’t sleep,” he said.

			“No”—her speech slurred, sleep-drunk—“I won’t sleep.”

			He moved farther away from her, to make her move, but she fell over, and would have gone on sleeping where she lay on the ground. He took her by the shoulder and shook her. Now that he was moving more vigorously himself, he realized that he was cold, and his arm had grown heavy. Alarmed, he leapt up. He seized his sister, shook her harder, and said, “Sanna, stand up for a bit, let’s stand for a while until it gets better.”

			“I’m not cold, Konrad,” she replied.

			“Oh, yes, you’re cold, Sanna, get up,” he cried.

			“The fur jacket is warm,” she said.

			“I’ll help you up,” he said.

			“No,” she replied, and was silent.

			Now the boy had another idea. The grandmother had said, “Just a sip warms the stomach and won’t let the body freeze even on the coldest winter days.”

			He took the calfskin satchel, opened it, and rummaged until he found the flask of brewed black coffee that their grandmother had intended for their mother. He took out the flask, removed its wrappings, and pulled out the cork with an effort. Then he bent down to Sanna and said, “Here’s the coffee Grandmother’s sending to Mother, have a little taste, it’ll make you warm. Mother would give it to us if she knew what we need it for.”

			The girl, instinctively yearning for rest, replied, “I’m not cold.”

			“Just have some,” said the boy, “and then you can sleep.”

			Enticed by the prospect, Sanna mastered herself enough to swallow the drink. Then the boy drank some too.

			The strong extract took effect at once, all the more powerfully as the children had never tasted coffee in their lives. Instead of falling asleep, Sanna now grew livelier, and said herself that she was cold, but that on the inside she was quite warm now, and the warmth was moving into her hands and feet. The children even chatted for a while.

			And so, despite its bitterness, they had more of the drink whenever its effect began to fade, and worked their innocent nerves into a fever capable of withstanding the weight that dragged them toward slumber.

			Midnight had come. Because they were so young, and in joy’s urgency always fell asleep very late on Christmas Eve, only when the physical urgency of sleep overcame them, they had never heard the bells’ midnight pealing, never heard the church organ when Mass was celebrated, although they lived close to the church. Now, at this moment of this night, all the bells were rung, the bells rang in Millsdorf, the bells rang in Gschaid, and behind the mountain there was a chapel with three brightly chiming bells that rang. In the distant lands outside there were countless churches and bells, and at this moment all those bells were rung, the wave of sound passed from village to village, indeed, through the leafless boughs one sometimes heard the chiming from one village to the next: but not a sound reached up to the children, here nothing was heard, for here there was nothing to herald. In the valley’s folds the lights of the lanterns now passed along the mountain slopes, and many a farm rang its own bell as a reminder to the people; but from up here those things were still less visible and audible; only the stars shone, quietly glowing and glittering on.

			Though Konrad fixed his mind on the fate of the hunter who had frozen to death, though the children had nearly emptied the flask of black coffee, stirring their blood to greater activity, yet in so doing caused exhaustion to follow—they could not have vanquished sleep, whose seductive sweetness outweighs all reasons, if nature in its grandeur had not stood by them, summoning within them a force that was able to withstand it.

			In the prodigious stillness that prevailed, the stillness in which not the least little crest of snow seemed to stir, the children heard, three times, the cracking of the ice. The sounds were made by the glacier, that thing that seems most unyielding, and yet is most astir and alive. From behind them, three times, they heard the report, appalling, as though the earth had cracked in two, the sound spreading throughout the ice in all directions, seeming to course through all its fine veins. The children sat where they were with open eyes, gazing out into the stars.

			Now something for their eyes began to unfold. As the children sat there, in the sky before them a pale light blossomed amid the stars, and traced a faint arc between them. It had a green glimmer that drifted gently downward. But the arc grew brighter and brighter, until the stars receded before it and faded. It sent a light to other regions of the sky, spilling glimmergreen gentle and alive among the stars. Then sheaves of variegated light rose like a crown’s prongs from the apex of the arc and blazed. The light spilled brightly through the neighboring regions of the sky, it sent out soft showers, and passed through long spaces in gentle tremors. Had the unprecedented snowfall so stretched the sky’s thundery electricity that it burst forth in these mute magnificent surges of light, or was it some other cause found in unfathomable nature? Bit by bit it grew fainter and fainter, the sheaves fading first, until gradually and imperceptibly it lessened, and once again there was nothing in the sky but the thousands and thousands of plain stars.

			Neither child said a word to the other, they sat on and on, gazing wide-eyed into the sky.

			Nothing unusual happened after that. The stars gleamed, sparkled, and quivered, and now and then a meteor shot through them.

			At last, after the stars had shone a long while all alone, with not a sliver of moon to be seen in the sky, something else happened. The sky began to brighten, slowly but perceptibly; its color became visible, the palest stars faded, and the others no longer stood so thickly set. At last even the most luminous ones vanished, and the snow below the heights was more clearly to be seen. Finally one part of the sky turned yellow, and a streak of cloud within it ignited to a glowing thread. All things were clear to the eye, and the distant snowy hills were limned sharply in the air.

			“Sanna, day is breaking,” said the boy.

			“Yes, Konrad,” the girl replied.

			“When it gets just a little brighter, we’ll go out of the cave, and walk down the mountain.”

			It grew brighter, not a star could be seen now across the whole sky, and all objects stood there in the dawn.

			“Well we’re going now” said the boy.

			“Yes, we’re going,” said Sanna.

			The children stood up, and tested their limbs, which only now felt truly tired. Though they had not slept at all, the morning braced them, as it always does. The boy slung the calfskin satchel over his shoulders, and fastened Sanna’s fur jacket more tightly. Then he led her out from the cave.

			Believing they merely had to walk down the mountain, they did not think of food, and did not look to see if their bags still held white bread or other things to eat.

			Now that the sky was clear, Konrad meant to look down from the mountain into the valleys, to make out the valley of Gschaid and head down toward it. But he saw no valleys at all. It was as though they found themselves not on a mountain from which you look down, but in a strange alien region filled with unknown objects. Today, even at a great distance, they saw rising from the snow terrible crags they had not seen yesterday, they saw the ice, they saw hills and snowy slopes staring up, and behind them was the sky, or the blue tip of a very distant mountain looming at the edge of the snow.

			At that moment the sun rose.

			A gigantic blood-red disk rose into the sky at the snow’s rim, and instantly the snow around the children went red as though strewn with millions of roses. The peaks and the horns cast lengthy green-hued shadows along the snow.

			“Sanna, we’ll keep going forward until we reach the edge of the mountain and look down,” the boy said.

			They walked out into the snow. It had grown drier still in the clear night, and yielded still more easily to their steps. Vigorously they waded onward. Indeed, as they walked their limbs grew stronger and suppler. But they did not reach an edge, and could not look down. Snowfield unfolded from snowfield, and at the rim of each the sky loomed every time.

			All the same they kept on walking.

			Then they entered the ice again. They did not know how the ice had come to be there, but they felt the smooth footing, and though it was not the terrible debris at whose edge they had spent the night, they saw nonetheless that they were walking on slick ice, here and there they saw great fragments, then more and more, crowding closer to them, and forcing them to climb again.

			But still they were following their course.

			Again they clambered up great blocks, and stood on the ice field once more. Today, in the bright sun, for the first time they saw what it was. It was vast, and beyond it more black cliffs loomed, wave rose behind wave, the snow-covered ice was packed, distended, upheaved, as though it were still creeping forward, surging toward the children’s chests. In the white they saw countless blue lines snaking their way forward. And between those places, where the ice shapes jutted as though dashed against each other, there were lines like paths, but they were white, strips of firm ice surface, or places where the fragments had not been so shunted about. The children walked into these paths, seeking to cross part of the ice, and reach the edge of the mountain, and look down from it at last. They spoke not a word. The girl followed the boy. But today, too, all was ice, sheer ice. Now that they sought to cross it, it seemed to grow wider and wider. At that, abandoning their course, they turned back. When they could not walk, they clawed their way through the masses of snow, which often broke away before their eyes, showing the intense blue band of an ice crevasse where just now all had been white; but they paid no heed, they worked their way onward until somewhere they emerged from the ice once again.

			“Sanna,” the boy said, “let’s not go into the ice again; we can’t make any headway there. And since we can’t see down into our valley, we’ll go straight down the mountain. We’ll have to come to a valley; we’ll tell the people there that we come from Gschaid, and they’ll give us a guide to take us home.”

			“Yes, Konrad,” the girl said.

			And so they began walking downhill in the snow by whichever path offered itself. The boy led the girl by the hand. But once they had gone downhill a while, the slope ended, and the snow rose up again. So the children changed direction, and walked down the length of a hollow. But there they found more ice. They climbed up the side of the hollow to seek a way downhill in a different direction. A slope led them down, but bit by bit it turned so steep that they could hardly find a foothold, and feared they would slip down it. So they climbed up again to seek another downhill path. When they had climbed uphill in the snow for a long while, and then walked along a level ridge, it was the same thing as before; either the snow sloped off so steeply that they would have plunged down, or it rose once again, so that they feared they would reach the top of the mountain. And so it went, on and on.

			Then they decided to seek the direction they had come from, and go down to the red misfortune column. Because it was not snowing, and the sky was so bright, they would be sure, thought the boy, to make out the place where the column should be, and from there walk down to Gschaid.

			The boy told his little sister his thought, and she followed.

			But the way down to the saddle could not be found either.

			However crystal-clear the sun shone, however lovely the looming snowy heights and the sprawling snowfields, they could not recognize the places through which they had ascended yesterday. Yesterday all things had been veiled by the terrifying snowfall, so that they could barely see a few feet around them, and all had been one great white and gray chaos. All they had seen were the crags as they walked along them and between them; but today too they had seen many crags that all looked the same as the ones they had seen yesterday. Today they left fresh tracks in the snow; but yesterday the falling snow had covered all their tracks. By appearance alone they could not tell which place led down to the saddle, for all places looked the same. Snow sheer snow. But they walked on and on, and believed they could prevail. They skirted the steep drops, and avoided climbing the steep rises.

			Today, too, they often stopped to listen; but today, too, they heard nothing, not the least little sound. And nothing could be seen but the snow, the bright white snow from which, here and there, the black horns and the black rock ribs loomed.

			At last the boy thought he saw a fire bobbing on a distant sloping snowfield. It leapt up, it leapt down. Now they saw it, now they didn’t. They stopped in their tracks and gazed across at that place. The fire bobbed on and on, and seemed to come closer; for it grew larger and they saw its bobbing motion more clearly. It no longer vanished as often or as long as before. After a time they heard in the still blue air faintly very faintly something like a drawn-out note from a shepherd’s horn. Instinctively both children gave a loud shout. After a while they heard the sound again. They shouted again, and stayed where they were. The fire drew nearer. The note came for the third time, and this time more clearly. Again the children replied with loud shouts. After a long while they made out the fire. It was no fire, it was a waving red flag. At the same time the shepherd’s horn rang out closer by, and the children answered.

			“Sanna,” the boy cried, “people from Gschaid are coming, I know the flag, it’s the red flag that the strange gentleman who climbed Gars with the young hunter Eschenjäger planted on the summit, so that the pastor could see it with his telescope, as a sign that they’d reached the top, and then the strange gentleman gave the flag to the pastor. You were just a little child then.”

			“Yes, Konrad.”

			After a while the children also saw the people with the flag, little black spots that seemed to be moving. The call of the horn came again from time to time, and drew closer and closer. Each time the children answered it.

			At last they saw several men climbing down the snowy slope toward them with their sticks, carrying the flag in their midst. As the men drew closer, they saw who they were. It was the shepherd Philipp with his horn, his two sons, the young Eschenjäger, and several people from Gschaid.

			“Blessed be the Lord!” cried Philipp, “there you are. There are people all over the mountain. Someone run down to the Sider Alp, and ring the bell, so they’ll hear that we’ve found you, and someone should go up to Crab Rock and plant the flag there so that they’ll see it in the valley, and fire the mortars, so that the searchers in the Millsdorf Forest will know, and so that the people in Gschaid will light a fire and send smoke into the air to tell those who are still on the mountain to come down to the Sider Alp. What a Christmas!”

			“I’ll run down to the alp,” said one.

			“I’ll take the flag to Crab Rock,” said another.

			“And we’ll bring the children down to the Sider Alp, as best we can, with God’s help,” said Philipp.

			One of Philipp’s sons struck out downhill, and the other went off with the flag through the snow.

			The hunter Eschenjäger took the girl by the hand, the shepherd Philipp took the boy. The others helped as best they could. And so they set out on their way, in switchbacks. Now they went in one direction, now they turned in the other, now they went downhill now uphill. The way was always through the snow, always through the snow, and the surroundings never changed. On very steep slopes they put crampons on their feet and carried the children. At last, after a long while, they heard the sound of a bell rising toward them, gentle and ethereal, the first sign sent up to them again from the lower regions. They must have descended quite far indeed, for they saw a snowy summit rising above them, very high and very blue. The bell they heard was the bell at the Sider Alp, ringing because that was the agreed-on meeting place. And once they had come still farther, they heard, rising faintly in the still air, the mortar shots being fired because the flag had been planted, and they saw thin columns of smoke rise.

			After descending for a time across a gentle slope, they saw the hut on the meadow of the Sider Alp. They were walking toward it. A fire was burning in the hut, the children’s mother was there, and she sank back in the snow with an awful cry when she saw the children approaching with the hunter Eschenjäger.

			Then she ran toward them, examined them all over, wanted to give them food, wanted to warm them, wanted to bed them down in some hay that happened to be there; but soon she persuaded herself that the children’s joy made them stronger than she had thought, that they only needed a warm meal, which was given them, and a little rest, which also was granted.

			After a while of calm and rest another group of men came down the snowy slope, while the bell of the hut kept chiming, and the children went out with the others to see who it was. It was the shoemaker, the erstwhile alpine climber, with his alpenstock and his crampons, accompanied by his friends and comrades.

			“Sebastian, they’re here,” his wife cried.

			But he was mute, he trembled, and ran toward them. Then he moved his lips as though to say something, but he said nothing, he snatched the children up, and held them for a long time. Then he turned to his wife, hugged her close, and cried, “Sanna, Sanna!”

			After a while he picked up his hat, which had fallen into the snow, went up to the men, and tried to speak. But all he said was, “Neighbors, friends, I thank you.”

			After waiting until the children had rested enough to set their minds at ease, he said, “If we’re all here now, then we can set out, by God.”

			“It seems not all are here,” said the shepherd Philipp, “but the missing men know from the smoke that we’ve found the children, and they’ll go home sure enough when they find the hut empty.”

			They prepared to set out.

			The Sider Alp hut was not far at all from Gschaid, from whose windows, in summer, one distinctly saw the green meadow where the gray hut stood with its little bell tower; but below it was a perpendicular cliff that dropped for many fathoms, which could be descended in summer only with crampons and in winter not at all. And so they had to take the long way to the saddle to descend to Gschaid from the misfortune column. On their way they crossed the Sider Meadow, still closer to Gschaid, from which one seems to see the windows of the village.

			As they crossed this meadow, the bell of the church in Gschaid rang out bright and clear, heralding the Consecration at High Mass.

			Because of the general commotion that morning in Gschaid, the pastor had postponed the High Mass, believing the children would reappear. But at last, when no news had come, the sacred ritual had to be performed after all.

			When the Consecration bell rang, all the people crossing the Sider Meadow sank to their knees in the snow and prayed. Once the bell had finished ringing, they rose to their feet and walked onward.

			For most of the way the shoemaker carried the girl, and had her tell him everything.

			Already approaching the woods on the saddle, they came across tracks, and the shoemaker said, “These are not the prints of any boots I made.”

			The matter was soon cleared up. Another company of men came toward the descending party, probably drawn by all the voices echoing across the area. It was the dyer, ashen with fear, coming down the mountain at the head of his servants his journeymen and several men from Millsdorf.

			“They crossed the glacier and the crevasses without knowing it,” the shoemaker cried to his father-in-law.

			“There they are—there they are—thank the Lord,” replied the dyer, “I know they were up on the mountain when your messenger reached us last night, and we searched the whole forest with lights and found nothing—and when dawn broke, by the path that leads up to the left toward the snowy peak from the red misfortune column, I saw that just where it turns away from the column little twigs or branches were bent now and then, as children like to do when they walk along a path—then I knew it—the course left them no escape, because they were walking in the hollow, because they were walking between the crags, and then along the ridge, which falls off so steeply on both sides that they could not descend. They had to go up the mountain. When I realized this I immediately sent a messenger to Gschaid, but the woodcutter Michael, who made the crossing, came back up to meet us when we had nearly reached the ice, and said that you had already found them, so we went back down again.”

			“Yes,” said Michael, “I said so because the red flag was already planted on Crab Rock, and the Gschaider recognized it as the sign that was agreed on. I told you that everyone coming down the mountain must take this path, because you can’t go down the cliff.”

			“And kneel down and thank God on your knees, my son-in-law,” the dyer went on, “that no wind was blowing. Another hundred years will pass before so marvelous a snowfall descends, before the snow falls straight as wet strings hanging from a stick. If a wind had been blowing, the children would have been lost.”

			“Yes, let’s thank God, let’s thank God,” said the shoemaker.

			The dyer decided to accompany the people to Gschaid, where he had never been since his daughter’s marriage.

			As they approached the red misfortune column, where the logging road began, a sleigh was waiting, which the shoemaker had sent just in case. The mother and the children were put in the sleigh, wrapped in the blankets and furs that were stored there, and sent ahead to Gschaid.

			The others followed, and arrived in Gschaid that afternoon.

			The people who had still been on the mountain, and learned only from the smoke signals that it was time to return, gradually straggled in as well. The last one, who did not arrive till evening, was the son of the shepherd Philipp, who had carried the red flag to Crab Rock and planted it there.

			In Gschaid their grandmother was waiting, having driven across.

			“Never never,” she cried, “never again in their lives must the children cross the saddle in winter.”

			The children were dazed by all the commotion. They were given more to eat and then put to bed. Later, toward evening, when they had rested somewhat, when friends and neighbors had gathered in the parlor, discussing what had happened, and their mother sat in the bedchamber by Sanna’s bed, caressing her, the girl said, “Mother, last night, when we were up on the mountain, I saw the Holy Child.”

			“Oh, my patient, my dear, my darling child, you,” her mother replied, “he’s sent you presents too, and soon you’ll receive them.”

			The boxes had been unpacked, the candles had been lit, the door to the parlor was opened, and from their beds the children gazed out at the belated brightly shining inviting Christmas tree. Despite their exhaustion they had to be dressed to go out, receive their gifts, marvel at them, and finally doze off with them.

			The inn of Gschaid was livelier that evening than ever before. All who had not been to church were there now, and the others as well. Everyone told what he had seen and heard, what he had done, what advice he had given, and what adventures and dangers he had gone through. But especially they emphasized how everything could have been done differently and better.

			The incident marked a new chapter in the history of Gschaid, providing a subject of conversation for a long time to come, and it will be talked of years from now, when people see the mountain with special vividness on clear days, or tell strangers about its idiosyncrasies.

			From that day on the children were truly village property, from then on they were no longer viewed as foreigners, but as natives whom the villagers had fetched down from the mountain.

			Their mother, Sanna, was now a native of Gschaid as well.

			The children, for their part, will never forget the mountain, and will regard it still more gravely from their garden when, as in the past, the sun shines splendidly, the linden tree smells sweet, the bees hum, and the mountain gazes down at them as lovely and blue as the gentle firmament.


			CAT-SILVER


			In a remote but beautiful part of our fatherland, there stands a stately manor. Perched atop a hillock, it is surrounded on one side by its fields and pastures and on the other by its little wood. One ought really to mention a garden as well, but then that would be the wrong word for it; that high-lying region covered with hills and wooded peaks lacks such gardens as are common throughout the lands, for the winter storms and the frosts of spring and fall wreak havoc on the plants people like to raise in gardens; but by a steep sandy slope whose warm spots reflect the sun’s rays hotly, the manor’s owner has planted trees upon a beautiful lush lawn, shielded from the west north and east winds, protected from the frost by the elevated, enclosed location, and growing so quickly in their warm place that the shoots grafted onto them have become flourishing branches and each year bear great black cherries, sour cherries pears and red-cheeked apples. Not to mention smaller plants such as currants gooseberries strawberries. Against a wall built along the sandy slope there are even peaches and apricots that ripen when a hot summer comes, and when the protective wrapping of reed mats has not been forgotten on cool spring evenings. The owner keeps his flowers in various hothouses, and on fine days and in the warm summer months he sets them in the windows or on wooden stands outside the house. Even indoors one sees the finest ones standing on special tables. Those fit for the region’s air and weather grow in the ground out in the open.

			At the end of the climb up the sandy slope, an outcropping rises, lending stability to the mountainside, keeping scree from sliding down to the garden, and helping considerably to augment the warmth. The manor’s owner has built a path with a sturdy railing up the sandy slope and around the outcropping for its fine view of the house the garden and the landscape. In places he has installed little benches for sitting and contemplating things at leisure. Past the crags toward the north comes a stretch of bushes, followed by scattered oaks and birches on the ever-rising ground, then the conifer wood which covers the crest and crowns the tableau.

			Around the house, in circles close and far, lie the ubiquitous hills of that countryside, covered with fields and pastures, displaying many a farmhouse many an estate, and each bearing on its crest the wood which, as though by some appointed law, caps each summit in that rolling country. Between the hills, which often drop off unexpectedly to precipitous gorges, there flow streams indeed raging torrents crossed by footbridges, or mere tree trunks in remote parts. There are proper bridges only where the roads cross these streams. The whole countryside rises toward the north, to the great dark far-flung forests that mark the beginning of the Bohemian lands. Toward the south you see the gracious blue chain of the mountains sweep onward against the sky.

			Once, as a very young man, the owner of the manor had gone out into the world, and learned many things, and met many people. When he had come to maturity, when his father had died and, along with two bachelor uncles, left him an adequate fortune, he took his inheritance and what he himself had earned, and returned for good to the place of his birth, which before he had visited but rarely, and refurbished the buildings of his father’s estate, and added on to them until they formed that charming manor. Then he fetched a lovely girl from the distant capital, and their union was blessed in the little parish church. He preferred the familiar solitude of his native region to a permanent life amid the noise of crowds and strangers in the capital. But when winter came, he returned with his wife to the city of her birth to spend a while there, and to see what projects people had furthered in the meantime, what had happened in the intellectual sphere and what had changed in people’s relations. When the sun returned, he went back to his manor.

			It was also the home of his mother, who had never left her homeland, knew only the next towns, and had been to the capital of the country but once. She received her new daughter affectionately, and it was charming to see the beautiful young wife stroll alongside the elderly woman in her traditional rural costume. While the couple sojourned in the capital, she looked after the manor and made all the arrangements. When they were due to come she would send a farmhand with the horses to meet them, gazing after him as the carriage rolled off down the hill.

			At once her energetic son would resume his interrupted work. Plantings were expanded, new ones were begun, the house was improved and beautified, and agricultural affairs were dealt with. He was seen mingling with his farmhands and his servants.

			Once two years had passed, heaven sent an addition to the family; their little daughter Emma arrived. The husband and wife, till then called Son and Daughter, now became Father and Mother, and the mother became Grandmother.

			She took the child and instructed her daughter in various aspects of her care.

			When the hair began to curl on the little girl’s head, tumbling down in a lovely shade of blond, the second, dark, sister Clementia arrived; her head was shadowed even at birth, and soon black ringlets formed upon it.

			Now it was not just the father and mother who went off by themselves in the winter, the children did as well, so the grandmother had more worries, she had to fear for four people, and when they came back, they found the rooms for four furnished even more comfortably.

			The little girls grew. They had guileless lips red cheeks wide eyes and clear brows, and one’s brow was crowned by her father’s blond silk-soft curls, the other’s by the black curls of her mother.

			Grandmother was their playmate; she beckoned them into her chamber, she set up house with them in the garden, in the shady bower by the apple tree’s trunk or in the hothouses or on the sandy slope.

			Once they were bigger, once their small feet could walk hills and valleys, once their bodies strove upward, slimmer and nimbler, they went with their grandmother up the high nut-hill. When the oats turned pale and ripe, and the wheat and the barley were resting in the barn, the hazelnuts turned color, cheeks brown or rosy.

			The children had on wide straw hats, they had dresses whose sleeves left their arms bare, they had white hose, and sturdy shoes so as not to feel the stones of the hill. In one hand each carried a little basket, in the other a pale rod with a hook for bending down the hazel boughs. The rods had themselves been taken from a hazel bush, and then stripped of bark. They walked beneath the fruit trees, they walked up the sandy slope behind the hothouses, they held on to the railing, and they rested on the seats. When they had reached the crags, they sat on a bench or a rock, took a pin from their hatbands or asked their grandmother for the sharp little knife in her bag, and dug out the fine flakes and spangles that were embedded in the rocks, and gleamed and glittered so. They folded them in a piece of paper, and tucked them away in their apron pockets or their grandmother’s bag. The grandmother waited for them, or helped them, or told stories. When they climbed still higher, the rocks gave way to soil once more, and on it grew heather and grasses and herbs, and a juniper bush or a birch stump or a thistle. And there they would sit and rest again. They were the only dots of white, around them the hills, gleaming with light stubble from the harvest or glowing brown from plowed fields, or many-colored from the green of the crops planted after the harvest; there lay the valleys the meadows with their second verdure or with glittering waters; the groves climbed the summits of the hills, a gravel pit gleamed, a house or the walls of farmsteads glimmered, and far far beyond stood the blue mountains, with their filmy mosaic of cliffs and their little inlays of snow.

			Once, as they sat in the dry grass, the tall stalks swaying, the grandmother told the following story: “Yonder, behind the spiky forest ridge, where the white clouds drift, stands the Hagenbucher House. The Hagenbucher farmer was a harsh man, and no servant could endure him long, and no farmhand and no maidservant could do all the work the big house required. They always left, or he sent them packing. One day a tall maidservant with a brown face and strong arms appeared and said she would serve him, if only he gave her food, and now and then some wool cloth for a skirt and linen for a shirt. The farmer thought it would be worth a try. Now the brown maidservant toiled and kept house like two maids, yet ate for just one, and learned her work better and better. The farmer thought he’d made quite a bargain, and the maid spent years in his house. One day the farmer had two oxen to sell, and put them to the yoke and drove them down through the Gallbrun Woods to the cattle market in Rohrach to sell them. Then he took the yoke upon his shoulders and walked back home through the woods. All at once he heard a voice crying, “Yoke-bearer, yoke-bearer, tell Stura Mura that Rough-Bark is dead—yoke-bearer, yoke-bearer, tell Stura Mura that Rough-Bark is dead.” The farmer peered into the trees, but there was nothing to be seen, and he was afraid, and began walking as fast as he could, and by the time he reached home, the sweat was running down his brow. At supper, when he told the story, the tall maid wailed, and ran away, and was never seen again.”

			Another time the grandmother said, “See, children, where the Gallbrun Woods end there’s a pale thing rising up, those are the Karesberg Peaks, and on the grass and in between the rocks are the Karesberg Crofts.

			“One day a gnome came to the Karesbergers and said he would tend their goats for them; they should give him no pay, but in the evening, when the goats were in their stall, they must set out a loaf of white bread for him on the hollow stone outside the Karesberg Peaks, and he would fetch it. The Karesbergers agreed, and the gnome became their goatherd. The goats went out in the morning, went out onto the pasture and grazed, they came back at noon with full udders, and went away again, and came back in the evening with full udders, and thrived, and looked finer and finer, and multiplied, white goats and black goats and piebald and brown. The Karesbergers rejoiced, had special white bread baked and laid it on the stone. But then they thought they’d give the goatherd a treat and made him a little red jacket. In the evening, after the goats had returned, they laid the jacket on the stone. The gnome put on the little red jacket and hopped about with it, he hopped about among the gray rocks as though he’d gone crazy with joy; they watched him hop farther and farther downhill like a flame leaping on the greensward, and when the morning had come, and the goats went out to pasture, the gnome was not there, and was never seen again.”

			Those were tales the grandmother told, and when she had finished, they would get up, and walk along again. They walked past thickets of sloes and alders, surrounded by beetles flies butterflies, hearing the song of the bunting or the twitter of the wren and the kinglet. They saw far in all directions, and saw the goshawks hovering in the air. Then they came to the white birches, with their beautiful trunks that shed thin white skins to show brown smooth bark, and eventually they came to the oaks, with their dark stiff leaves and their gnarled stout branches, and finally they entered the conifer woods, where the pines whisper, the spruces stand with their drooping green tresses, and the firs spread their flat gleaming needles. At the edge of the woods they turned back to look at the house and the garden, tiny below them, the panes of the hothouses gleaming like the flakes they pried from the rock with their pins or the grandmother’s little sharp knife.

			Then they went into the woods where it was dark, where the berries and the mushrooms grew, the mossy rocks lay, and a bird would flit through the branches and tree trunks. They picked no berries because they had no time, and it was so late in summer that the blueberries were past their prime, the raspberries were finished, the blackberries were not yet ripe, and the strawberries grew on the strawberry hill. They walked along the sandy path, which their father had improved in many places. And after passing the timber that had been felled that summer, and walking a bit longer up the sandy path, they emerged from the woods again.

			Now they saw grayish turf before them, with many rocks lying on it, then a valley, and then the high nut-hill loomed.

			They walked down the sloping turf, which had a hollow where a little brook flowed. They walked between the gray rocks, on which dry twigs or feathers lay, and the wagtail hopped, beating time with its tail feathers. And once they’d reached the brook, with the gray quick fish darting through and the pretty blue dragonflies flitting about, and once they’d crossed over the wide stone their father had had laid across the brook as a bridge for them, they headed up the high nut-hill.

			They climbed the nut-hill, which is round on all sides, has a peak with rocks lying at its foot, is covered with all kinds of bushes—dwarf birch alders ash and all the many hazel shrubs—and gives a sweeping view of fields tilled by strangers, and farther unknown regions.

			Grandmother held Black-Locks by the hand. Blond-Locks walked on her own, jumping over the rocks. When they came to the nut-hill, they went in under the fence, the grandmother ducked down, Blond-Locks ducked down, even Black-Locks ducked down, and so they came to the bushes with the nuts. There they were on the hill along with many other things. There were the little reddish mice that eat nuts too, that dig dry tunnels beneath the roots where they bring in the seeds of the hill and other things for their meals, where they bring in grass and hay to make nests for their young, and gnaw the nuts with their teeth to get the sweet hearty kernels—there was the fleeting jay flying through the branches on wings inlaid with little blue-striped panels—there was the squirrel, slipping across the meadow and stopping on a high thick branch to raise its paws to its mouth and busily gnaw away—and who knows what else there was, seeking joy and pleasure on the high nut-hill, things that have wings, or that dart down the sandy hollow like the weasels and the polecats.

			The green boughs stretched upward to the blue sky, studded with leaves and nuts, now singly now two now three clustered in great knots, with pale or green- or brown- or red-hued cheeks. The children reached into the branches with their little hands, or they hooked them with their rods and pulled them down to pick the nuts. And when they’d bent down an empty branch by mistake, they released it at once, and looked for another one. So they worked away busily. And when the boughs were too high, or when they were too sturdy and the children could not bend them, the grandmother helped, pulling down the branch and holding it until the children’s hands had found the nuts and picked them. She led them to places where the branches were fully laden, studded with nuts upon nuts. When the children had gathered a great many, when their little baskets were filled, when they’d put some in their satchels and even tied them up in their kerchiefs, they stayed on the hill a while longer, walking about, climbing to the top of the summit, and sitting down by a stout old hazel root that looked very inviting, and lingering in the air’s resplendent expanse.

			The grandmother told them it was here that Little Rooster and Little Hen had gone up the nut-hill, where Little Hen had been so thirsty and Little Rooster had brought her water, and other things had happened as well. Then she showed them the surroundings, and told them the curious names of the mountains, and named various fields that could be seen, and explained the little white dots that were barely visible and signified a house or a village. And when the sky’s far reaches were fine and clear and the mountains stood out sharply, she puzzled out the strange peaks that loomed there, and told tales about certain long-stretched ridges, and when faint clouds hung over the mountains, she said they were like real palaces or cities or countries or things that nobody knows. And toward the north they looked out toward the Gallbrun Woods and the Karesberg Peaks and beyond them to the swathe of the Throne Forest, where often a cloud hung, long and dull, lacking the exquisite gleam of the clouds toward the south above the mountains.

			And when they’d had plenty of time to gaze out across the land, the grandmother told them of the men who had lived there, of the knights who rode about, of the beautiful women and girls mounted upon palfreys, of the shepherds with their clever sheep, of the fishermen and the hunters.

			Then they headed back. They straightened their rumpled dresses, took their baskets and their rods, and went back down the path they’d come up by.

			They walked down past the hazel shrubs, they walked across the stones, they walked across the brook with the little gray fish and the blue dragonflies, they walked across the turf, they walked through the woods, they walked down through the crags through the bushes and along the sandy slope, they passed the hothouses and crossed the lawn toward the manor, where their mother often strolled in her fine clothes and with her parasol, coming out to meet them.

			Then they were fed, for they were very hungry. They had two nutcrackers; Blond-Locks had a bigger, more solemn one, while Black-Locks had one that was smaller and more comical, with a droll mouth, and a frightful look in his eyes. Into the nutcrackers’ mouths they put the nuts they had brought and freed from their green husks, they pressed down the lever and crushed the nuts as the crackers’ jaws snapped shut in terrible grimaces. They gave kernels and whole nuts to their father and mother and their grandmother too, who seldom fetched nuts from the high nut-hill, and then just a few, which she always put on the children’s table, just as she always returned the nuts which they gave her.

			When Blond-Locks was already quite big, and beginning to learn lessons, and Black-Locks was learning too, and a friendly teacher had come from the city and opened beautiful books with them at a table in their nursery and explained the things the books held, a brother was born, Sigismund. And just as Blond-Locks was the father Black-Locks the mother, Sigismund was father and mother, he was Blond-Locks and Black-Locks; for when his hair began to grow, first it was light and then it formed brown ringlets, and his eyes were neither blue nor black, but brown.

			Now they could no longer go up the high nut-hill with their grandmother, because she had to stay with their little brother. They were forbidden to go with anyone else, and had to remain near the house. Now they walked about in the garden and looked at the fruit trees, or they went into the hothouses to admire the flowers.

			But after their little brother had gone on two winter trips to the city in the big carriage, and two trips back in the summer, he was strong enough to go about with his sisters and his grandmother. They walked through the fields, they went into the woods and exercised their legs. Then they went up the high nut-hill again.

			The sisters wore white frocks, they wore yellow straw hats, one of which blended in with Blond-Locks’ curls, while the other stood out on Black-Locks’ head like a halo, they had red ribbons on their hats and frocks, they carried baskets on their arms and in their hands the pale hooked hazel rods. The boy wore white hose a blue jacket a little straw hat on his brown curls and a smaller rod with a hook. Instead of a basket he had a yellow leather satchel slung from his shoulders on green straps. They walked much more slowly, they rested more often, and the sisters showed their brother many things by the path, things they already knew about, and they showed how fast they could go if they wanted, hopping across the meadow, hopping onto the rocks and running forward and backward. They walked up the sandy slope through the thickets the crags the forest across the gray hollow and up the high nut-hill. They picked the nuts and put them in their baskets, their brother reached up with his little hook too, and all of them helped each other until even his little satchel was filled.

			As they sat by the stout old hazel root, the grandmother told another tale. She said: “Near the Throne Forest, on its steep southern slope, there was once another wood, but not a thick one, just birches and maples growing on the meadows. There lived a shepherd who drove his sheep into the woods so that they could graze on the meadow, and give him milk and wool. There came a dark man down from the Throne Forest and said that there was a bloody light in the Hart Cave where the silver flowed. The shepherd didn’t know who the man was, or what the silver or the bloody light was, and couldn’t ask him, for the man had already gone. He waited for him to come back, though. But the man never came back again. One day, when the shepherd was looking for a lost lamb, he walked up the brook where it flowed down the hill, his eyes on its dancing ripples. He kept hearing the lamb bleating up the hill, and so he walked on and on. He walked so far upstream that the forest grew dense, the stream flowed over slabs and boulders, and rock walls rose on both sides. Then he saw a slab with water flowing from it, falling as though silver bands and fringes were spread across the rock. He climbed up the slab, seeking footholds and handholds on its smooth face. When he came to the top, he saw that the water was flowing from a cave, and the cave was gleaming and hard, like an artfully carved gem. He went into the cave. It grew ever narrower, and ever darker, and the water flowed forth. Then suddenly he saw a gleam in a corner, as though a red bloody droplet were resting there. He went closer, and it went on gleaming. Then it came to him to reach out his hand and take the droplet. He took the droplet, but what he felt in his hand was a cold rough stone, and the stone was so big that his hand could hardly hold it. He carried the stone out into the daylight, and saw that it was an ordinary rock, the sort you find by the thousands, and that a little red eye gazed out from it, as though covered by the lids of the hard rock crust, so that it could merely blink, the color of roses. When the stone was turned, it cast sparks on the things around. The shepherd climbed quickly down the rock slab, walked along the flowing stream and hastened to return to his herd. The lamb that he had lost, and failed to find, was at home, suckling at its mother’s teat. He wrapped the stone in a cloth and guarded it closely. Then one day a farmer came, and he sold him the stone for five sheep. And the farmer sold it to a doctor for a horse, and the doctor sold it to a Lombard for a hundred gold pieces, and the Lombard had the gem removed from the rock and cut, and now princes and kings wear it in their crowns, big and brilliant, a carbuncle or some other red stone; they envy each other for it, and when the country is conquered, the stone is carried off with great care, as though carrying a conquered city in a tiny little box.”

			Another time the grandmother said: “Our streams are brown and gleaming because they carry iron dust from the mountains, but they don’t just hold iron, the sand shines as though it were sheer gold, and when you take it, and carefully rinse it, little flakes and grains of true, pure gold are left behind. In early times strange people from far away panned for gold in our streams, and went away rich; then several of our people panned in the streams, and found some themselves; but now it has been forgotten, and no one thinks of the streams except to water their herds. And still more exquisite things can be found there. If you find a shell, and it’s the right sort, a pearl will be inside it, so precious that a hole can be drilled through it, and it’s strung with other pearls on a string for beautiful women to put around their necks as a dainty adornment, or to wind around pictures of the saints, or to trim holy vessels.”

			When the children and the grandmother had sat long enough, they got up again, and went home.

			But the children went with their grandmother to other places too, they went to the meadows, where the cowslips and the buttercups grew, and above all the forget-me-nots, like fishes’ clear little eyes gazing up from the ripples, blossoming a long time on Mother’s table in a vessel full of water. They went up the strawberry hill, where the fragrant strawberries grew, smaller but better than those their father grew in beds by the sandy slope. They went into the fields, where the blazing poppies the blue cornflowers and the bright yellow lady’s slippers bloomed.

			When they were on their own, the children liked to stand by the brook where its flow is gentle and draws all sorts of snaking lines, and gaze at the sand, which really was like gold when the sun struck it through the water, showing gleaming flakes and grains. But when they dug out sand with their little shovels and washed it well, and rinsed it, the flakes were cat-silver, and the grains were snow-white bits of pebbles. Shells were few to be seen, and when they did find one, it was smooth inside, without a pearl.

			When Blond-Locks and Black-Locks had grown lovelier and more wondrous, and Sigismund had grown big, and they were sitting once more on the high nut-hill by the stout old hazel root, a strange brown child came out of the bushes. It was a girl, nearly as tall as Blond-Locks and even slimmer, with bare arms that hung down at her sides, and a bare neck, and a green vest and green hose all decked with red ribbons. The eyes of her face were black. She stood there by the hazel bushes, gazing at the grandmother and the children. The grandmother merely went on talking. But the children watched the girl. When the grandmother had finished, she spoke to the girl, saying:

			“Who are you?”

			The girl did not reply; she sprang into the bushes, and ran off, and they saw the branches swaying.

			The grandmother and the children went down from the high nut-hill without seeing or hearing the girl anymore.

			Another time when they were sitting by the stout old hazel root, and the grandmother was talking, the brown girl came again, stepped out again from the bushes, stopped and gazed at the children. When they questioned her, she did not run away, like the first time, but withdrew to the bushes so that the leaves covered her bare arms, and watched the children. When they rose to leave, she ran away again down the high nut-hill.

			The children asked more and more often to go up the high nut-hill and see the brown girl.

			The grandmother went up with them. They went several times without seeing the brown girl, but once, when they had filled their baskets with nuts, and were sitting by the hazel root, the girl came out of the bushes again, stopped again, and gazed at Blond-Locks. Perhaps she stared because she herself had short-cropped black hair instead of long blond curls. When, after a long while, they spoke friendly words to her, she withdrew just a little way, and smiled, showing wonderfully white teeth, but made no reply. The children sat a while longer, the grandmother spoke of many things, and the brown girl stood and watched. When they departed, she did not run away as quickly as the first two times, but walked slowly down the hill as well, on a path close by the children’s, and several times they glimpsed her in the bushes. She always wore the same clothes that she had worn the first time.

			The father was glad to let the children go up the high nut-hill, merely saying that they should do the strange child no harm. When they reached the top, the girl would come, stop at the edge of the bushes, and watch. She gave a friendly smile when they spoke to her, but did not reply. When they left, she followed as far as the end of the bushes.

			Once she appeared with a pale rod stripped of bark, like the children’s, and held the rod up high.

			Another time, when the children were walking down the hill, and she behind them, and the children slowed a little, she came closer and closer and at last touched Blond-Locks with the rod.

			In time she would also lie down in the grass when the grandmother told stories, she propped her brown arm on her elbow, her head on her hand, and fixed her black eyes on the grandmother. She understood the words; the feelings were expressed in her face. The children were very fond of her.

			They brought her toys and apples, laying them in the grass near her, and she took them and tucked them away.

			When little by little fall had advanced, when no more nuts hung on the boughs, when the boughs were turning yellow, the tilled fields in the distance had taken on the green of winter grain and the days had grown short, so that the time to head home came early, there was such a splendid hot fall day that no one could remember its like. Once more the children sat on the high nut-hill, the brown girl sat in the grass and the grandmother sat on a stone.

			They basked in the late warm sun. The old woman’s features were lit up, the rocks gleamed, silver threads stretched from jags and knobs, and the brown girl’s red ribbons glimmered when the sun caught them, like dangling red-hot bands.

			The grandmother was telling stories again, about a beautiful countess who stood on the ramparts to defend herself single-handedly against the peasants in the Peasants’ War when they came with pitchforks flails maces and other things to break into the castle and set it on fire, until at last her husband came from distant lands, and smote and destroyed the rebels like a storm wind.

			As she spoke, clouds in the sky made a wall, and merged with the mountains, so that all was in a mild haze, and the stubble-fields gleamed and shimmered still brighter.

			The children lingered atop the hill. They played games, and had brought pretty things along for the strange girl.

			But the clouds grew more and more distinct, and their upper edges were lit by the sun, and gleamed as though molten silver were spilling from them.

			The heat grew and grew, and they kept sitting atop the hill, for heat is more wearying in fall than in summer.

			The grandmother gazed over at the clouds. Had it been summer, she might have thought a thunderstorm was coming; but at this time of the year it was impossible, it was unthinkable. The brown girl also watched the clouds.

			If worst comes to worst and a light fall drizzle comes, thought the grandmother, it’s no matter; the children are used to getting wet, and if anything it’s good for their health.

			But soon she thought differently. From the clouds they heard faint thunder.

			They waited a little, and the thunder came again.

			Now the grandmother pondered what to do. Between the high nut-hill and her son’s manor there was neither house nor hut, and thus no roof to shelter under. In the forest the trees would offer protection from the rain, but would pose a greater risk if lightning struck, and they could not take cover there. It was doubtful that she could reach home with the children before the storm broke. But, she thought, even if the storm did come, it could scarcely be severe this late in the year, the rain would not pour down as in the summer, and so it would easily be weathered.

			Meanwhile the shape of the clouds had changed. They formed a dark wall, and at the foot of this wall light whitish flakes were drifting. Already lightning flashed in the clouds, but the claps of thunder that followed were distant as though beyond the mountains. The sun still shone on the high nut-hill and the landscape all around.

			The children were not afraid. They had seen the severe thunderstorms that were common in this hill country, and since their father and mother would calmly go on with their business, storms did not terrify them.

			The brown girl had been walking back and forth near the place where they were sitting. She peered into certain hazel bushes, looked under tangles of roots and into hollows.

			Little by little the clouds had swallowed the sun. All the hazel trees on the hill lay in shadow, the landscape around lay in shadow, and only the stubble fields far to the east were lit up and glimmering.

			“Dear children,” said the grandmother, “I don’t know if it’s really true, as my mother often said, that when the Virgin Mary crossed the mountains to see her cousin Elizabeth, she sheltered under a hazel bush, and for that reason lightning never strikes a hazel; but let us seek a dense hazel bush whose branches hang toward the east and form a roof, and whose trunks stand in the west and will hold off the rain from that direction. Let us sit under it as long as the rain lasts, so that it can’t harm us and we won’t get too wet. Then we’ll go home.”

			“Yes, let’s do that, Grandmother,” the children cried, “let’s do that.”

			Now they set about finding such a bush.

			But the brown girl darted into the thickets and ran away.

			After a while she returned with a bundle of brushwood, the kind people make of thin and thick twigs and sticks, which they pile up to dry and take home in the winter to burn for fuel.

			Then she ran away again, and brought back two bundles. And so she continued with great speed, until her pale brown cheeks glowed and the sweat ran from her brow.

			While the girl was carrying the bundles, and the children and the grandmother were looking for a hazel bush, the clouds, once so slow, had approached much more swiftly, and the thunder rolled clearly and distinctly.

			At last the brown girl stopped carrying up bundles, and began to make them into a kind of little house. She looked for a spot that was enclosed to the west by dense hazel bushes, set up bundles as pillars, laid across them rods and sticks taken from the stacks, piled more bundles on top of those, and heaped up more and more bundles so that a cave was formed inside, providing shelter.

			When it was finished, the grandmother and the children having meanwhile found a suitable hazel bush and sat down beneath it to wait for the storm, she went to them and said something that they did not understand. Then, because she could not explain in words, she made a sign: she held out her left palm, raised her right hand, made a fist, and slammed it down on the open hand. Then she looked at the grandmother and pointed to the clouds.

			The grandmother came out from under the hazel bush and went to stand in a spot where she could see the clouds. They were greenish, luminous almost to whiteness, but despite that light there was a darkness on the hills below them like nightfall. And so they surged closer, and in the stillness of the nut-hill a murmur was heard within them like a thousand cauldrons seething.

			“Good heavens, hail!” cried the grandmother.

			At once she grasped what the brown girl wanted, she grasped the knowledge and prudence the girl had shown with her bundles of brush; she ran to the hazel bush, dragged the children out, motioned them to follow; the strange girl ran on ahead, the grandmother followed with the children; they came to the bundles, the girl signaled that they should crawl inside; Sigismund was thrust in first, followed by Clementia, then Emma and the grandmother side by side, and finally, on the outermost edge, the brown girl nestled up, holding Emma’s blonde curls in her hand.

			The children had scarcely managed to lie down beneath the bundles, and were just straining to hear what would happen, when they heard a crash in the hazels like a stone thrown through the leaves. A bit later they heard the same thing again, then nothing more. At last they saw a hailstone, like a gleaming white bullet, fall to the grass outside their house of brush, they saw it bounce high into the air, and fall back down and roll away. The same thing happened nearby with a second hailstone. In that moment the storm came; it seized the bushes and made them rustle, ceased for the space of a breath, so that all was deathly still, and then seized the bushes anew, pushed them over so that the whites of the leaves showed, and hurled the hail upon them like white lightning hurtling down. It beat on the leaves, it beat on the wood, it beat on the earth, the hailstones beat together and made such a roar that though lightning bolts were seen lighting up the nut-hill, the thunder could not be heard. The leaves were beaten down, the twigs were beaten down, the boughs were broken off, the grass was furrowed as though iron spikes had harrowed it. The hailstones were large enough to kill a grown person. They smashed the hazels that stood behind the house, and their falling could be felt on the bundles.

			And it came down on the entire hill and on the valleys. Whatever resisted was crushed, whatever was solid was shattered, whatever had life in it was killed. Only soft things withstood, like the earth pounded by the hailstones, and the bundles of brush. In the dark air the ice drove down like white darts to the black earth so that the earth’s things were seen no more.

			No one knows what the children felt; they did not know themselves. They lay pressed close, and pressed together still closer; the bundles had sagged under the hail and lay upon the children, and the grandmother saw their slight little bodies flinch each time a heavy hailstone struck the bundles. The grandmother prayed. The children were silent, and the brown girl did not stir.

			The stumps of the hazel bushes behind the bundles kept the wind from sweeping through them and tossing them apart.

			After a long time it let up a little, so that the thunder could be heard again, now as a mild rumble. The hailstones fell more thickly, but they were smaller, and at last came a rain that was a cloudburst. It did not fall in drops or streaks as usual; it seemed whole sheets of water were falling. It filtered down to the children through the bundles’ cracks and gaps.

			Little by little it abated, the wind grew lighter, and the thunder rumbled farther away. The brown girl crawled out from the bundles, stood up, and peered under them with her black eyes.

			The grandmother stood up too, and looked at the sky. The clouds had moved off toward the east; there it was dark, and the falling of the water and ice could be heard. But over the mountains in the west it lightened, lighter gray clouds drifted up, showing that the hail would not return.

			Now the grandmother pulled forth Blond-Locks, then Black-Locks, then Brown-Locks.

			The wet children came out from under the bundles, their clothes clinging to their bodies. The brown girl’s fine dress was spoiled too, clinging wet and besmirched to her body. Her bare right arm was bleeding. Because she had not been able to lie all the way under the brush, a piece of ice had grazed and scratched it. When the children came up to look at it, when the grandmother tried to examine it, she turned away, and made a gesture as though to say that it was not worth troubling with.

			They prepared to set out.

			The grandmother took the girls’ two baskets and the boy’s leather satchel, tied everything together with a wet cloth, and carried it herself, so that the children would not be weighed down, so that they could hold on to her as they walked, and pick up their smocks. She kept them close by so that they would not slip and fall on the wet ground and the hailstones. The brown girl went with them.

			The children saw how the wind had blown the dry grass the leaves and other things in among the hazel trunks, they saw how no bushes were left standing on the hill, only a mass of stumps, they saw how no grass was left at all, only almost-black earth mixed to slurry with the water. And when the ground could not be seen, it was where white heaps of hailstones lay, like snowbanks lingering in spring after the snow has melted in sunnier places. When the children touched one of the hailstones, it was very cold, and when they looked at it closely, it was as beautiful as a glass globe, with a tiny flake of snow inside. On all sides of the hill the water from the rain ran down.

			The grandmother took great care that the children should not slip.

			The rain had stopped, and nothing but a damp dust fell from the sky.

			They came to the edge of the high nut-hill, and this time the brown girl went with them across the grayish turf.

			But it was grayish turf no longer. It had been battered down, and was now black earth, just as the rocks, wet from the rain, looked black. Great white swathes of hail lay there.

			When they had come to the brook, there was no brook with little gray fish swimming and dragonflies flitting, it was a great turbid body of water with wood and many many green leaves and grasses floating on it, torn up by the hail. The brook had always been edged by little shrubs that bore red blossoms in summer and grew pretty white catkins once the blossoms fell off. The tips of these shrubs rose out of the water.

			The grandmother made for the little stone bridge, but it could not be seen, and it was impossible to tell the place where it had been.

			As the grandmother wavered, trying to make out the site of the bridge, the brown girl pointed to a place, and as the others hesitated, she walked up to the water, calm and determined. She walked into it, waded across it, and waded back again, as though to give visible proof that it was possible to go through. As the water reached only to her hips, it was clear to see that she was walking on the bridge.

			When she had returned, she bent down toward Sigismund, gently and kindly, and reached her arms out toward him. The boy understood her gesture, he let go of his grandmother’s hand and gave himself to the brown girl’s safekeeping. She took him in her arms, he wrapped his little arms around her neck, and she carried him to the far bank with firm and confident strides.

			Taking Black-Locks in one arm and clasping Blond-Locks tightly by the hand, the grandmother followed the brown girl. Soon she felt the bridge underfoot, and reached the other bank as well.

			The strange girl set down Sigismund and the grandmother set down Black-Locks, and then they had to continue on their way. They looked back at the water. The tips of the shrubs could no longer be seen, and the water had grown much wider. It sped along with the wood with the leaves and with the strange black things floating on it.

			Now they walked up the meadow toward the woods. They had to skirt the white heaps of hailstones, they had to skirt the water that stood in the hollows, they had to skirt the streams that flowed down all over. Because of them they often had to make headway by leaping from rock to rock, and often had to walk through flowing streamlets. The grandmother surrendered her own garments to the water and the filth of the ground to protect the children’s clothes, and help the little ones get along more easily. The brown girl came with them.

			When they came near the woods, they saw men emerge from them and hurry across the meadow. As the men approached, they saw that it was their father, leading all his farmhands and manservants. They were carrying poles sticks and dry clothes.

			When the father came closer, he cried, “There are the children, thank God, they’re alive. Mother, where on earth did you shelter them?”

			“Under bundles of dry brush,” replied the grandmother.

			Black-Locks and Brown-Locks, in their soaking wet clothes, went up to him as they would in the mornings before breakfast, and kissed his hand. Blond-Locks stood where she was, old enough to grasp that that was not proper here.

			The father took the children in his arms, kissed them on the cheeks, looked them over, and said, “You poor things!”

			The strange girl stood at a distance, just as she always stood at the edge of the hazel bushes, upright and stiff.

			“Mother,” said the father, “we thought you must have sought shelter in the forest behind a stout trunk or a pile of wood. And so as soon as the hail stopped we went into the forest, taking a bundle of dry clothes to dress the children in, and we looked everywhere along the path, and called your names. When we couldn’t find you, and no voice came in reply, I quickly sent a few farmhands for poles and ropes, because I thought you might be on the far side of the brook, which always swells at such times, and we might need those tools to cross the water. When the farmhands had returned, we pressed onward. I was greatly afraid, but I also had great hope in you, dear Mother, that you would have found a place to keep all of you safe.”

			“I’ll tell you shortly how it all happened,” his mother said, “but let’s keep walking. The children can’t change their clothes here, and they mustn’t stand around in their wet things. As they walk, they’ll warm up, and the damp won’t harm them.”

			“And you’re soaked too, dear Mother,” their father said.

			“I’m a woman of our country’s age-old mountains,” the grandmother replied, “the damp doesn’t harm me. I got wet, my child, when I was just a few years old, I got soaked when I was a little girl, and how often have I worn wet clothes for days on end because I had to work, and you were still small, and your father was already ailing. But send a farmhand at once to run home as fast as he can and reassure your poor wife, who’ll be dying of fear for the children.”

			The father did so at once. The farmhands had gathered in a close circle around the father the children and the grandmother. One man was sent on ahead, and the others set out on their way. The father the children and the grandmother walked in front, and the farmhands followed. The father led Blond-Locks and Brown-Locks by the hand, the grandmother led Black-Locks. Now she told him what had happened on the nut-hill, and how they had come to the place where he had found them.

			“But you’re all wet yourself,” she finished.

			“Because we went up into the forest in the cloudburst,” he replied, “just as soon as the hail had let up.”

			Now they entered the forest, and it was a horror to behold.

			Just as a mulch is made of fir twigs in years when drought or other misfortunes keep the grain from growing, the entire ground was covered with heaps of pine branches; many a stout bough lay among them, struck and broken in several places, on the trunks rents could be seen in the bark, so that here and there the white wood showed, and a faint scent of resin pervaded the woods, as when conifer wood is sawn or split. The hailstones lay mingled with the litter and covered by it, and here amid the tree trunks they breathed out an inexpressible cold which out in the open had not been felt so keenly. The father and the farmhands had to search for the path, which was covered with litter and could not be seen.

			They emerged from the forest back into the open, and walked down to the crags from which the house and the fields could be seen.

			The orchard had vanished, only scattered trunks loomed with maimed arms. The green was gone, and the fields beyond the orchard looked as though they had been badly harrowed.

			The father and the children walked down the sandy slope.

			There they saw that all the panes of the hothouses were destroyed, and inside, where flowers had stood in pots and tubs, lay white heaps of hailstones. The windows of the house that faced westward had been shattered, the tile roofs and the shingle roofs had been smashed, so that in places they looked like sieves, and in places had great breaches through which the underlying timber showed. On the weather side the ornamentation and the plaster had been beaten from the walls, yet the walls did not look new, as they had before they were plastered, but rather as though gouged by hammers.

			When they reached the end of the sandy slope they saw a white form hurrying through what once had been the orchard, running through wet grass through hailstones over fallen boughs to meet them at the corner of the hothouses.

			It was the mother.

			She ran toward the children and stared at them.

			The children’s cheeks had blossomed with a fine rosy flush from walking, and the hair that fell about their faces was wet and matted but beautiful.

			“Father, Father,” she cried, “you’ve brought them back to me.”

			“Yes, without blemish without harm,” he replied.

			“My God, my God, how good You are to give them to me. Oh Clementia, oh Emma, oh Sigismund!” the wife cried.

			She snatched the children to her, she hugged them, she caressed them, and held all three in her arms.

			“Mother, we haven’t brought any nuts,” the little boy said.

			“But you brought yourself, you silly little child,” his mother said, “and you’re dearer to me than nuts made of gold.”

			“It was awful and almost magnificent,” said Emma.

			“Don’t let me picture it, Father, I beg you—what might have come to pass!” said the mother.

			“They sheltered beneath bundles of brush,” replied the father, “but let us go into the house, I’ll tell you everything, give them dry clothing and something to eat, so that their blood may return to its regular flow.”

			“Come then, children,” said the mother.

			She turned to walk through the orchard to the house. The children followed. She led all three by the hand, as well as she could manage. Then came the grandmother and the father, then the farmhands.

			When they had reached the main entrance of the house, the father turned to the farmhands, thanked them, dismissed them, and told them they should put away the clothes they were wearing, change their attire, leave off from their work, and he would send each a glass of wine with his supper.

			“And I thank you too,” said the mother, who, at her husband’s words, had stopped outside the house with the children, and turned around, “I thank you too and shall surely reward you for it.”

			“There’s no need,” said the head laborer, “we’ve done no more than our duty.”

			Now the farmhands began to disperse.

			When the farmhands had gone their separate ways, giving the others a view of the path they had come by, they saw the brown girl standing some distance away in the orchard.

			On first seeing the father and greeting him, with the farmhands standing all around, they had lost sight of her; on their way home, with the farmhands walking right behind the father the children and the grandmother, they had not seen her, and had thought that, as was her wont, she must long since have turned back. When the children saw her, they let go of their mother’s hands, rejoiced to see the strange child standing in their garden, ran up to her and spoke to her.

			But the mother asked, “Why, who is that?”

			The father said that it was the brown girl from the high nut-hill, and told what the girl had done that day to protect the grandmother and the children.

			Then he turned to the cluster of children, and said, “Come here, dear child, we’ll show you every kindness.”

			At these words the girl slowly drew back from the children, and a little ways off she started to run, she ran back through the orchard, she ran around the hothouses, and a moment later they saw her running up the sandy slope.

			The children went back to their parents.

			“A pity that the child is so shy, and won’t come closer,” said the father.

			“I’ll catch the creature,” said a farmhand.

			At these words all three children gave a cry of fear and protest.

			“Leave be,” said the father, “today the girl rendered the greatest of services to my mother and my children. She ought not to be treated roughly at all, and now still less so, as long as she does not prove to be a harmful influence. We’ll trace her and find her sure enough, and then she must be treated well, so that she comes to trust us, and we’re sure to find a way to reward the child, and perhaps help her to lead a more useful life than she imagines.”

			Meanwhile the girl, like a stag, had reached the crest of the slope, could be glimpsed amid the crags for a moment, and then vanished.

			Already day was turning to evening, and they worried about the child, especially as the grandmother had said that her right arm was bleeding. But the sky was brighter, with a silent haze suspended in it, and there was no threat of rain. The others had to agree with the father that the girl was best off if they let her do as she saw fit, that she was a creature of the woods whom the mountains and the hills could not harm, and that if they had her tracked or watched, she might come to greater grief than otherwise.

			Now they went into the house. The mother took the children to an intact and sheltered room on the east side of the house, which, on receiving news from the farmhand who had been sent on ahead, she had even had slightly heated in view of the sudden cold. There the children were undressed, put into a warm bath for a few moments, and then dressed in perfectly dry, warmed clothes. Excited by the events, despite their exhaustion they did not yet go to bed, even once the candles were lit and they had taken their evening meal; when the grandmother had changed her clothes and come back in to join them, they sat around the table with their three nutcrackers and cracked the nuts that they still had on hand or that the grandmother had given them. They spoke of the storm too, and the way they spoke of it, it was clear that they lacked any notion of the danger they had been in. They saw the bundles of brush as something that was self-evident, that was simply there as the warm house was there in winter to keep them from freezing.

			When asked if she hadn’t seen the storm coming, the grandmother replied, “I didn’t think the clouds meant a storm, and when it started to rain, it was too late to reach the woods.”

			Asked whether she had recognized the clouds as hail clouds, she replied, “I did have a hunch that those clouds might bring hail, but I looked for hazel bushes so dense that ordinary hail wouldn’t have gotten through. It was the brown girl who carried up the bundles of brush.”

			“That image, and the vision of what might have happened had those bundles been brought home sooner, is a thing I shall thrust into the background and far away,” said the father to the mother. “Since the children love the high nut-hill so dearly, since their grandmother likes to take them up it and it would be cruel to rob them of this pleasure, I shall buy a small piece of land there, and build a tiny cottage on it to serve as a shelter. Even if it’s almost certain that our children will already be grown, might even be old before another hailstorm comes like the one that came today, why, even if, as seems likely, none will come for generations, as no hailstorm this awful was recorded for generations past—all the same, hail clouds shall always loom in your soul and mine each time our children are on the high nut-hill. If they are surprised by one, they can seek safety in the cottage, and if they spy a thunderstorm on their way home, the woods will give them the shelter they need, and we can be reassured when they go by that path, especially when care is taken to watch the clouds and the sky.”

			“They were watched often,” the grandmother returned, “but when God chooses to perform a visible miracle to rescue little angels, so that we may be edified, all human precautions are vain. In my seventy years I’ve seen all the clouds there are in this land; but if the ones today didn’t look just like the haze that rests blue on all the distant woods in the fall, gleaming white at the edges, descending into the valleys and down upon the land toward evening, but vanishing again by morning and letting the bright sun shine—then let me suffer the harshest punishment here and beyond. And this time of the year there’ve often been thunderstorms. An old proverb says ‘The storms come home at the Nativity of Mary,’ and today it’s six weeks since that holy day. Your old father in his eternal rest will marvel if he learns, or when I come and tell him, that such a great, extraordinary storm came after the Feast of St. Gall, and that it battered the trees and the houses. It’s a miracle, how God put the thought into the mind of that wild brown child to notice the clouds, and carry up the bundles.”

			“You’re right, dear mother,” the father replied, “what came could not have been expected. No one could have guessed what would happen, and it’s fortunate that things took the turn they did. We were in the orchard, with the farmhands working in the neighboring fields, when the thunder came. When the first hailstones fell, the farmhands could only dash into the barn in amazement, and we into the house, and when it came roaring down, smashing the windows the walls and the roof, the children’s mother fell into a faint on the carpet.”

			“Man is a flower,” said the grandmother, “first he is a violet then a rose then a carnation, until at last he is an immortelle. And one who’s meant to be an immortelle cannot perish as a violet, that is why the dark flower was there, so that the bright ones might live.”

			“Only the belief that you had almost certainly sought shelter in the dense woods, and hidden behind a stout trunk,” said the father, “was able to comfort their mother and me, and stave off our despair.”

			“The dense hazel bushes would have sufficed,” his mother replied, “but because they did not suffice, the bundles were there, and the hand that cut them was ordained long ago.”

			“When we called you in the woods to no avail,” said the father, “I, too, was seized by horror.”

			“I say to you,” his mother rejoined, “the hand was ordained to carry the bundles, just as the feet were once ordained to walk through the woods between Jericho and Jerusalem so that the beaten, wounded man who lay there could be tended to and healed.”

			“Amen, dear mother-in-law,” the wife said, “that’s a faith that comforts and eases the heart.”

			“Surrender yourself to it, and you shall fare well all your life,” the old woman replied.

			Meanwhile the children had continued their chatter, saying all sorts of things to the adults and among themselves, and understanding nothing of the earnest conversation that had been had on their account.

			When it had grown late, when sleep dust began to gather in the pretty eyes, they were taken off to bed. Blond-Locks’ bedroom was next to her parents’, Brown-Locks’ was on the opposite side, and Black-Locks could not yet bear to part from her grandmother; she slept in the old woman’s bedroom, drifting off before the eyes that watched over her bed, and waking as those same eyes gazed at her eyelids, waiting for them to open. The first two children were taken to their bedchambers, the grandmother took Black-Locks in her arms, and, after all had said good night, carried her down the hall to their bedroom. What prayers the parents offered before the image of Christ on the cross, no one knows; when they pour out their joy or pain before God, it remains a marital secret.

			The next morning a cool day dawned. Cloudbanks drifted steadily from where the sun sets to where it rises, and it often seemed that the sun would soon break through, that the clouds would part and give way to the blue sky, but once again new clouds formed, covered the patches that had thinned, and drifted off toward the east. Yet no rain fell. The vast quantities of hailstones that had descended on the region consumed warmth, and so the cold steadily condensed the vapors in the air and gave rise to the never-ending clouds.

			The first thing the father undertook in the morning was to have the hothouses cleaned out. The hailstones were shoveled into wheelbarrows and taken to an old quarry which the father was trying to fill by using it as a dump for all the solid refuse from the house, such as broken dishes, or from the fields, such as cleared-away stones. The hailstones were taken there because there was no good place for them anywhere. The plants they hoped to salvage were set to one side, while the others, along with the potsherds, were taken to the quarry. Farmhands were sent to the attic to inspect the damage there, while others, together with the maids, cleared the orchards of the branches that had fallen from the battered fruit trees. A messenger was sent for the glazier. The father examined the trees to see whether any could be saved. If they could, it must be done soon, before autumn had advanced too far and the cold thwarted the trees’ revitalizing powers.

			The children went out into the cool air with their grandmother. The vast numbers of little glass wafers that lay on the west side of the house were like the tiny sparkling wafers they liked to pry from the rocks on the sandy slope and elsewhere. They did not recognize the trees of the orchard from their stumps, and could not remember what fruits the trunks had borne. In the open fields they saw people busy removing the heaps of hailstones that still lay here and there in the hollows. At the brook through the meadows, which had receded, though its waters had not yet cleared, they saw that the willow twigs had been beaten down and washed away, that rocks and mud lined the edges of the meadow, and that dead fish lay there with their white bellies turned up.

			The day before had been like summer; now the depths of fall had come.

			In the afternoon the father went to the parson who lived half an hour away in the parsonage by the little parish church, and asked him about the brown girl.

			The parson knew nothing. No such thing had been described in the parish register or the school books, nor seen among the children of the parish.

			Now the father went to the huntsman, who often roamed the fields woods and meadows, and ought to know all the things that were there.

			But he knew nothing either.

			There had been bands of people, he said, but always in the higher-lying forests that stretch across to Bavaria, wandering through the lands along the forest edge. And he said the next huntsman from the regions beyond did not know anything either.

			The father returned home empty-handed.

			The days that followed were just as cold and sullen. Clouds kept coming, glimpses of sun were rare, and the wind, though not strong, was raw. On the roofs the workers hammered the laths and shingles into place, or inserted the tiles. Finally the glaziers came, having at first been delayed by all the work to be done, and the great hall was given over to them as a workshop for producing all the windows for the house and the hothouses. The masons worked on the outside of the house so that all would be in perfect repair before the cold season came and most of the inhabitants departed. The father was busy aiding the workers, binding up the injured trees, or painting coatings on their trunks. The maids had to tidy the areas in front of the house.

			At last, after the storm’s lingering afterthroes, deep in the fall came better days that might be called quite warm for the season.

			The father himself urged the children to go up the high nut-hill. He said he would come along in the hopes of seeing the brown girl. He wanted to show her his gratitude.

			The children went with their grandmother up the high nut-hill as always. Their father accompanied them.

			They walked up through the swath of stumps that stood there pathetically and would stay like that all winter.

			They did not see the brown girl.

			They went up to the peak, they went to the stout old hazel root, at last they went to the place where they had sheltered from the hail. The bundles of brush were still lying there. The father proposed that together they should carry the bundles back to the place they had been taken from. He found the place after some searching, and they put the bundles back on the pile. Blond-Locks could carry one all by herself, and Black-Locks and Brown-Locks carried one together, with the grandmother helping. When all that was done, they stayed on the hill a long while, going to this place and that, and waiting. But the brown girl did not come. Then they went home.

			The father went with the children up the high nut-hill a second time, showed them the place where he planned to build the cottage, and waited; but the brown girl did not come this time either.

			And so he went several times; but the brown girl was nowhere to be seen.

			Then the children went up the high nut-hill alone, and their grandmother went with them.

			The sun shone warmly, the sky was blue, the brook through the heath was clear, with the gray quick fish at play, and when the children reached the fence, the brown girl ran up between the leaf- and branchless stumps of the hazels birches and ash trees, and came to join them. They all gazed at each other with joy in their eyes, and when the children went up and touched the brown girl’s arm and her ribbons, she took Blond-Locks’ hair in both hands, and held it tight, and then took Black-Locks’ curls, and held them. Brown-Locks, bolder, because the brown girl had once carried him, took her finger, and held it, and the brown girl let him; he took her hand, and she let him do that too. She went with them up the high nut-hill, and they gazed far and wide, and the grandmother told stories. The brown girl spoke words, and the children understood them. They gave her cake bread and the other things they had brought. The girl had nothing to give them, and held out her empty hands.

			The brown girl wore the same outfit she had always worn, but it had been ruined in the storm, it was dirty and wrinkled.

			The grandmother told them of the trees that had fallen down the hill, yet had not ceased to live—then she told them of the kings with the three thrones—then of the wheat that failed to bloom—then she spoke of the distant lands whose high mountains were completely out of sight—and at last of the carts and tools made without metal, which had been used to till the fields long ago.

			Then they started on their way back home.

			The sun still shone warmly as they walked down the hill, the sky was blue, the shadows were long, for it was deep fall by now, the grass was turning yellow, and the gray quick fish in the clear brook in the hollow played as merrily as in summer.

			The brown girl had gone with them. She had gone with them down the high nut-hill, she had gone with them across the brook in the hollow, and went with them across the grayish turf through the woods through the crags and down the sandy slope. And when they had come to the hothouses in the garden, she said a few sweet words, and ran back up the sandy slope, and was seen no more.

			The children told their parents that this time the brown girl had come, and gone with them.

			Now they went as often as they could up the high nut-hill, and the strange girl always came, and they played and cuddled. They brought the brown girl pretty things. And the brown girl brought them motley stones, she brought them late blackberries, in her vest she carried hazelnuts she’d gathered in the summer, or brought them a mottled feather from a vulture or a black one from a raven.

			When the children went home, the brown girl always went with them as far as the hothouses, and they held hands and bantered. At the hothouses they would embrace and caress, and the brown girl would run back up the sandy slope.

			When it was night, and the children sat at the table by candlelight, they spoke of the strange girl, and argued over who loved her best.

			The grandmother told the parents about the strange girl, and the father and mother heeded what she said, and noted it well in their own way.

			The season grew later and later. The fine threads spun on the turf and between the junipers had vanished, the berries of the moors that had gleamed so red and white in the fen-sedge and alongside the black earth were finished, the late lingonberries spared from the hail in the lee of a rock or a tree were gone, their bushes and the stout blueberry shrubs were withered and weedy, the woods had turned transparent, the mountains were red, in the morning white frost covered the surroundings, or the long fog came, and the sun, rising late, could barely disperse it to give a glimpse of the hilltops before setting; or the frosty clouds came, pouring the rain down in little drops, and when they passed, the high far forest was dusted with white.

			Then one day the big carriage was rolled out and packed, all the necessities were stowed away in it, and the father and the mother got in, wrapped in cloaks and warm clothes, the children got in, and they all drove away.

			The children wept as though great pain and great sorrow had been inflicted on them.

			When they had gone a long way, when they had passed through villages market towns and cities, and seen forests and rivers, their grief at last subsided, and they spoke and chatted until they entered the big city, the tall houses loomed with their sparkling windows, throngs of people walked about in fine clothes, and exquisite wares and precious trinkets glittered under panes of glass fronting the shops.

			When the white shrouds had passed from the mountains and valleys and the sky was blue and smiling again more often than it was somber and clouded, when the sun was already rising higher, and shining down more strongly, the carriage came driving back up to the manor in the hill country, and the father and mother and children got out.

			There was not the least blade of grass yet, there was not the least leaf; the fields were bare, only the winter grain, already stirring, laid out green panels on the brown earth; and some mornings there was still a slight frost, so that the path seized up, and spikes of ice gleamed at the edge of the puddles: but the sun shone quite cheerfully, triumphing a bit more each day, and each day it filled the children’s and grandmother’s rooms at the country manor more beautifully with light and warmth.

			Once the city clothes had been put away, and the country clothes taken out of the wardrobes, it was found that things had to be altered. The hems of the girls’ dresses had to be let down to make them longer, Brown-Locks’ jackets had to be let out, and Blond-Locks’ Black-Locks’ and Brown-Locks’ straw hats had to be put away and new ones had to be ordered.

			When the sun was already shining quite warmly, when the summer grain was being sowed in the harrowed ground, when it was dry, and the sheen of rocks and fields sparkled in the spring sun, the children clamored to go up the high nut-hill. The grandmother dressed them in warmer clothes than they had worn in the summer, put on warmer things herself, and took them up the high nut-hill. They did not take along their hazel rods with the hooks, for they never took them except when the nuts were ripe. All they carried were the little baskets on their arms. They walked up the sandy slope, they walked through the crags and the forest. As they crossed the gray heath, the brown girl came walking toward them from afar. They rejoiced, they exulted, they caressed, and Brown-Locks wrapped his little arms around the brown girl’s neck and held her tight.

			But it was not just the children who had changed while they were gone, a change had occurred in the brown girl as well. Just as the hems of their clothes had had to be let down so that they would fit again, the brown girl’s green hose were now too short; she had grown taller and more slender, and held her bare arms close to her body. Her abundant black hair had always been cut short before, but she no longer wore it that way; now she, too, had curls that hung down her neck, just as the children had.

			They climbed up the nut-hill, they roamed far and wide, they saw every place they had there, and gazed out at the hills of the countryside.

			There was no new grass on the ground, but it was dry; there was not a single leaf on the battered branches, but the pure air played about them, and the sun shone down on them kindly.

			When the children went home, the brown girl went with them as far as the hothouses, and then she ran back.

			Now, as always, the children climbed the high nut-hill often, and often the strange girl came.

			Little by little the sun coaxed green color onto the earth. The meadows turned green, mingled with myriads of yellow white red blue flowers. The fields turned green as the new seed sprouted, showing its light-green hue, and the winter grain went on growing, adding its dark green. The father had sent for many plants and shrubs, which now stood in the hothouses alongside those that had survived, and it was as though no damage had ever been done. From the mutilated trees many branchlets grew forth, as beautiful and vigorous as though the stripping of the boughs had been no misfortune, but rather as though a wise gardener had pruned them so that now they would burgeon all the better. The father had grafted twigs onto many of the severed branches, and each sported two or four big leaves. In the forest in the thickets above the sandy slope and even in the gray heathy hollow everything was stirring. The branches sprouted forth as though to make up for lost time, jostling and striving upward. At last, when the earth was green all around, and the branches had grown longer, blossoms came too, later and sparser than in other years, but they were there, almost sweeter and more trusting than in earlier times.

			One day in the fullness of spring, when all was blooming and fragrant, and human hearts rejoiced, as the children were coming home from the high nut-hill, accompanied by the brown girl, and had come as far as the hothouses, Blond-Locks seized the brown girl’s hand with a grave look in her eyes. Brown-Locks took her by the arm. Blond-Locks looked the brown girl in the face and said, “Come with us, come with us.”

			Brown-Locks joined in, “Come with us, come with us.”

			The brown girl looked at the children and took a step forward.

			Brown-Locks was overjoyed; he went on a step ahead and said coaxingly, “Come with us, come with us.”

			The brown girl followed hesitantly. She went from the hothouses on toward the trees, she went along the gravel path through the green of the garden, she went across the sandy yard by the house, she went up the stairs, and stood on the carpet in the room where guests were received.

			There was no one there. As soon as they had come up the stairs the grandmother had gone into another room.

			The strange girl stood there, and opened her big eyes still wider, and gazed at the mirror on the wall at the clock at the cabinet, where beautiful vessels stood, at the tables and chairs and armchairs and at the marvelous carpet.

			The children ran to fetch sweet milk in a bowl, and fine wheaten bread and little silver spoons. The strange child drank the milk from the bowl, picked up a piece of bread, took a bite, and ate it that way.

			The children brought their toys and showed them. The brown girl did not know what to make of them. The children brought their nutcrackers too, their good clothes, and their ribbons.

			At last the mother came too, in a fine white dress, bringing candied fruits on a tray, and offered them to the strange girl.

			The brown girl shrank away to stand straight-backed against the wall. She did not move a hand, she stared at the fruits and left her arms dangling at her sides.

			At that the mother turned around again and left the room without another word.

			The children went up to the strange girl and caressed her, and she returned their caresses, and after this had gone on for a while, after the children had spoken, after the strange girl had replied, and kept her eyes fixed on the door, they all ran through the door, ran down the stairs, ran through the garden, and behind the hothouses the strange girl ran up the sandy slope by herself.

			What happened that day happened again another day. When the children had been on the nut-hill, when the strange girl had come to them, when they had gone homeward as far as the hothouses, Brown-Locks held the strange girl by the arm, tugged her after him, and begged her to come with them. The brown girl let herself be tugged, she followed the boy willingly, they went through the garden, they went up the stairs, and this time they went into the children’s playroom. There the brown girl was even persuaded to sit down. She sat at the boy’s side, she let him give her cake prunes milk butter and honey. Once they had eaten, once they had shown their spinning top, once they had tried out a shuttlecock and opened up a picture book, they went back out again, the children accompanied the brown girl to the hothouses, where they kissed and hugged her as always, took their leave, and let her run up the sandy slope.

			By now the summer was well underway. The high nut-hill was covered all over with green branches. What had happened in the father’s orchard had also happened here. The battered trunks of the hazels the birches the ash trees the alders sought to replace their lost limbs by sending up their sap, and sprouted twigs that grew quickly, turned stout, and bore leaves whose size and dark color had never been seen on the nut-hill before. The few branches left from before covered themselves in nuts that clustered densely in fat bunches on the twigs, as though they had to shoulder the duty of those that had been lost, and bring into the world as many nuts as they possibly could. These nuts were still greenish and whitish, but already they were taking on a faint blush of red.

			At the same time the father finished building his shelter. He had bought a piece of land on the east side of the mountain, where storms most seldom came. He had built the cottage to have windows with iron shutters toward the south and the west, and the door toward the east. Inside, a bench stood by the wall on the north side, with a little table in front of it. And the house had chairs and footstools as well.

			When they were up on the nut-hill, the children had often gone to the building site to watch the men at work. The brown girl stood by too, and observed what was taking form there.

			It had not been painted or plastered on the outside; it looked like the boulders or the heaps of rocks that lie up on the nut-hill. The roof was painted dark brown. Inside the father had had it done in a beautiful green, with a nosegay of wild roses of chamomile and cornflowers painted in each corner. When it was finished, the father accompanied the children to the top of the nut-hill to dedicate the cottage. They stepped inside. The children were overjoyed to see the nice little room and all the nice things. The grandmother had brought in her bag a bottle of milk cake in a tin butter and other things along with dishes and silverware. As the kind little crone in the fairy tale had done for Roland’s squires, she spread over the table a white cloth that gleamed like the blossoms of the cherry tree, at each place she set a little plate on the table, laid a little white napkin on each plate, and laid a little spoon knife and fork alongside. Then she poured milk from the bottle into a little jug, and laid a silver ladle alongside it, then she put pure honey in the white cups, so that it pooled in them like gold, then she put butter on a plate and set a fine white loaf at each place. Now the children dined in their house, and the father was their guest. When they had finished eating, the leftovers were cleared away and packed up. The children were well pleased with this afternoon tea. The brown girl had not come today, and the father wondered why the girl always failed to come when he was on the high nut-hill.

			Now the children went up the hill for the sake of the little cottage. They were in it always, and when the brown girl came, she had to come along inside, sit on a little chair, and dine with them. Meanwhile the strawberries had ripened, and once the children had gathered them in their birch-bark baskets in the woods on the forest edge and up above the sandy slope, back in the cottage the grandmother put them on one of the plates that were kept in the table drawer, and they ate their afternoon meal with pleasure.

			But gradually their delight in the little cottage waned. They went inside less and less often, and after some time had passed it was as though it were no longer there. Once again they sat by their old stout hazel root, and when they were not sitting there, they walked about, went into the bushes, collected various things and little stones, and talked with their grandmother.

			When the brown girl came, they would go home earlier than usual because the girl would come along, would go with the children to their room, and stay there with them, and eat and talk, and go away again when evening came.

			On these occasions the mother often passed through the room, but did not approach the brown girl, and did not speak to her. She dressed in a pale frock, such as Black-Locks wore, her curls were combed back, as Black-Locks had hers, so that she resembled her in all things, a grown-up Black-Locks. Like this she once brought in a plate with many fine large strawberries, not ones that grew in the woods or on the heath, but that were raised by the father in his own beds, which were covered with glass in the spring. The mother had had little plates set at all the children’s places. She went to Blond-Locks’ plate, put strawberries on it with a spoon, and Blond-Locks began to eat. She went to Black-Locks’ plate, put strawberries on it, and Black-Locks began to eat. She went to Brown-Locks’ plate, put strawberries on it, and Brown-Locks ate. She went to the brown girl’s plate, put strawberries on it, and the brown girl began to eat. Then she went back out the door. Another time she came again, once again a Black-Locks, bringing all sorts of things, and mingled with the children. Now she did this more often, until the brown girl spoke with her too, grew more and more used to the house, played with the children in their room, and went with them into the orchard. Then the mother gave her a dress that was like her old one, only much finer, and with sleeves that came down to her elbows.

			Now the father resumed his inquiries into the brown girl’s origins. He asked neighbors and acquaintances, but they knew nothing about her at all. Then he resolved to ask the country folk the poor cottagers the pitch burners the wood dwellers. And so he climbed the maple hill that rose beyond the edge of his property, where two old people lived in a hut with a young son who made casks and barrels and was often in the woods. They knew nothing. He walked uphill along the stone wall and inquired at the stone-breakers’ huts. The child must come from farther up, they replied. He went farther up, and asked. The girl might belong to the heath people, they said. He asked on the heath, and they said the girl might have come down from the moor huts. He asked on the moors. They knew nothing there. Now he came to the high forests. The woodcutters and pitch burners said that there were all sorts of people. When he described the girl, they all said that they’d seen her before, and when they described the girl, one described her one way, one another way, each in his own fashion. The father went back home again.

			When the mother gently asked the girl herself, she was still, and said nothing. The children never asked. And so the time passed.

			Sometimes the girl came to the house by herself now. When they opened the shutters in the morning, she would be standing wet in the orchard’s dewy grass and waiting.

			When the children had their lessons, she stood by and watched. One day she could suddenly recite the letters, and then she could read. More often now she was questioned on what she had learned, and encouraged to keep on learning.

			When the grandmother went out with the children, she clung to her apron just like the others, and went along. But she could never be persuaded to spend the night in the house and sleep in a little bed.

			And when the summer drew on, when the grain ripened and was gathered in the barns, when the oats stood golden, their filaments trembling, and their husks opening white beaks, which is always the time when the hazelnuts ripen, the children would climb the high nut-hill in the sunshine carrying their hazel rods. They would go in the afternoon, when they had learned their lessons and written their exercises. The brown girl had a long rod with a well-made hook attached. They went up the sandy slope, they went through the crags through the thickets and brush, they went through the woods across the gray heath and through the gray stones, where the brook was as gentle again as it had always been, where the little fish played, the dragonflies darted, and the red flowers grew, ones that would form seed capsules filled with white wool, they went across the talus slope into the hazelnut preserve. Now they had to look hard to find the few places with nuts, and they called to each other when they found them, and reached for the nut-covered branches with their hooks, and the brown girl swung herself up to pull down the highest branches with her rod so that Brown-Locks could gather the nuts and put them in his leather satchel. Then they looked for their favorite spots on the nut-hill, where there were all sorts of things in the stones in the sand and in the bushes, and sat for a while by the old root as usual.

			And when the oats had vanished at last from the fields, when the hazel bushes lost their color, and the leaves wrinkled and rolled up, when the white patches of stubble on the hills turned brown, when nothing was left in the fields but potatoes cabbage and turnips, when not an apple or a pear was left in the branches of the trees, when even the leaves of those trees were falling, when the flowers that the father had in pots outside the house were taken back into the hothouses, when the blue juniper berries turned bluer and bluer on their bushes, and the green ones swelled and took on a dewy film, when the gossamer spun out again, and the grandmother grew sadder and sadder, and stroked all the children’s curls more and more tenderly—they knew that it was time, that they must soon part, gloomy autumn and fog would cover the surroundings, snow and cold would come, and it would be a long time before they could be together.

			When this time had come, and the last day had passed when they could be together still, they bade the brown girl farewell when she left them, they embraced her, and wept, and Brown-Locks gave the strange girl his picture books, and his trumpet.

			And they drove off again, the grandmother standing grief-filled by the carriage, the farmhands and maids standing by the carriage, the father with tearful eyes kissing the grandmother’s wrinkled cheeks, kissing her hand, as he still did as a grown man, and climbing into the carriage before the horses set the wheels in motion.

			The long winter passed, and the snows ceased that had covered the house the garden the hothouses the sandy slope the woods the fields the high nut-hill all the hills and all human habitations, the sun returned, the harsh winds gave way to milder breezes, and the father the mother and the children returned to their house in the country.

			They found all as they had left it. The grandmother was healthy, all the farmhands and maids were healthy, and all the manor’s animals were alive and frisky.

			The brown girl had grown still taller, and her beautiful black hair fell even more abundantly and thickly down her neck. The children ran toward her when she came into the house, they greeted her and gave her all the things they had brought her from the city.

			Now country life commenced again, they were together, they learned their lessons, they worked, and when, as in the past year, the grass sprang up in the meadows and on the marges, when the swallows came, with their brown throats and white breasts, and darted low along the path, and shot back up into the air, when the robin perched in the bushes, bobbing its upper body and warbling out its voice, when all the trees were covered with blossoms and little tufts of leaves, and no sign was left of the catastrophic hailstorm, when the fields were green, and the white clouds shone down upon them—then they walked about again, and amused themselves as they had done in previous times.

			Now even when the father joined the children the brown girl was not shy, and she did not shrink away from the farmhands and the maids who walked about and worked in the house the garden and the fields.

			When, in this way, the summer had drawn far along, one day when the sun was starting to set, when the children had returned from their walk and had their afternoon tea, when the strange girl had gone, and the children and their mother sat by themselves in the room facing the garden, with the father away on a journey—Blond-Locks kept saying that something smelled bad, as though nasty things were being burned. The whole house was searched. There was no fire upon the hearth, nor in the fireplaces either, none being needed in the heat of high summer. Nor was any fire burning in the maids’ fireplaces to heat irons for ironing or to boil washing or anything of the sort. When they looked out the windows, all was calm and peaceful, from chimneys near and far not a wisp of smoke was rising.

			The mother discussed the matter with the children, and they wondered how anyone could imagine such things, Blond-Locks defended herself, others attacked her, and as they were arguing, a cry came from outside, then several at once, and when they all ran to the window to see what had happened, a dense fuming knot of smoke was rising from the barn roof as a murky black column; it whirled swiftly, and a moment later flashing fire shot up within it, and as the children and their mother watched, it ran in bright little flames, busy and crackling as though the summer heat had made everything ready, from the barn along the roof ridge above the stables and wagon sheds toward the house; all at once there was a burst as when a sheet of paper laid on burning coals suddenly catches fire across its whole surface, and from the entire roof of the stables and wagon sheds one great broad flame rose upward, while the barn roof was a body of embers and flame. The farmhands and maids ran about below, screaming, and the spruce wood of the rafters and the laths cracked hideously in the fire.

			“Children! Come to me!” cried the mother.

			“Mother, Mother, Grandmother, Sigismund, Clementia, Emma!” cried the children.

			They darted back into the room, they snatched things to rescue and knew not what they did. They took a doll, a rag, or whatever else fell into their hands, whether it had any value or not. The mother quickly unlocked a desk that stood in the next room, took out a little box, rushed back into the room, bundled the children together, laden with various things, and led them down the front stairs, which faced away from the fire, and out into the open. Having passed through the front door, now they really heard the roaring rushing and crashing of the terrible power on the far side of the house behind them, raging in their property. The still air pressed down the smoke, which settled on the west side of the house, and the setting sun shone through like a bloody disk. Many people, whether from the manor or already come running from elsewhere, it was impossible to tell, hustled about helter-skelter.

			The mother led the children to the east side of the garden. As the heat had caused a rising wind, and the wind tossed up fiery scraps of burning shingles of straw hay or the people’s linens and garments, like wicked spirits whirling in the air and scattering, the mother had to shelter her children from the falling flames so that their clothes would not catch fire. Thus she led them away under cover of dense trees and bushes. She took them to the outermost arbor on the east side of the garden, where two luxuriant lindens stood, warding off every spark that might fall in that direction.

			“Children, stay here now, don’t leave,” said the mother, “whatever things you may hear. Nothing can happen to you here, I must go now, but I’ll come back soon. Take care of this box while I’m gone.”

			“Yes,” said the children, “we’ll stay here.”

			At these words the mother left the arbor and strode straight to the manor yard; and as her husband was not there, she took his place, urging the farmhands, who were nearly out of their minds, to go into the stables and bring out the horses, so that they would not be smothered, and tether them to trees so that they would not run back into the fire. Some of the people had already done the same for the cattle. Horse after horse was rescued from the burning stable, the mother conducted the operation, and told them where to tether the horses. Someone had loosed the dog. He came to the wife in great bounds, surged up against her, and showed his delight, as though he knew there had been great danger and the wife had escaped unharmed.

			When there was a moment to spare the wife ran into the garden to look for the children, and when she had made sure they were in the arbor, she went back to the fire.

			At last she found a maid she could send to the children, to stay with them in the arbor.

			Meanwhile the farmhands had rescued all the animals.

			The doves zigzagged through the air, and like gnats flitting around a candle they fell, wings singed, into the flames.

			The wagon sheds abutted the woodshed, where huge supplies of wood were piled up for the winter and for cooking. If that wood caught fire, the carriages would be lost along with the sheds. And so the wife had the carriages dragged out from their sheds and brought to safety under the trees in the garden.

			While the people were busy with that, a sudden new crashing and crackling was heard high above, and looking up they saw the roof of the living quarters in flames. There was a fire-squirt in the house, there was water available, partly in the house and partly in the nearby brook; the squirt had been trained on the house roof all the while, and the manor staff and the neighbors who had hurried up in time had kept up an adequate water supply: but the heat of the summer had dried out the timbers, the blaze on the adjoining roofs was too powerful, the jet of water nearly evaporated in the air, the drops that reached the roof were powerless, and once the timbers caught fire, the whole roof was soon a rushing crackling seething volcano. Now it was useless to spray water into the flames; indeed, it only enlivened them. And so the wife ordered that the fire-hooks, of which there were plenty in the house, be used to tear down as many burning rafters as possible.

			The wife had little fear for the rooms below, for their ceilings were coated with very thick plaster, and the embers that fell onto it from the burning roof could be removed with the hooks, and later with shovels, before the plaster became so hot that the girders would be seized, catch fire, and cause the ceiling to collapse. Thus she had not ordered things to be removed from the rooms, except what the maids had carried out on their own out of unbidden zeal.

			Now that the men had put the fire-hooks in position, and stood ready to tear down the rafters as soon as the fire began to expose them, the wife felt that she could take a moment for herself, as no part of the house could be seized by the flames now, and she went off to see to her children in the arbor.

			As she approached the arbor, Emma and Clementina came running toward her, crying, “Mother, we didn’t leave, and we took care of the box.”

			“Where is Sigismund?” the mother cried.

			“He must be with Grandmother,” said Emma.

			“Was Grandmother here with you in the arbor?” the mother asked.

			“No,” said the children.

			“Wasn’t Grandmother here with you in the arbor, didn’t she go off and take Sigismund with her?” the mother asked again.

			“Mother, you didn’t take Sigismund downstairs with us,” the two girls cried as one.

			“Then he must be with Grandmother,” the mother said, and called out into the garden, “Grandmother, Grandmother!”

			At the very moment she was called, the grandmother came toward the arbor; either she had heard the call, or she had already been coming to join the children.

			“Where is Sigismund?” the mother called out to her.

			“Isn’t he with you?” the grandmother replied.

			“No,” said the mother.

			“I heard him when someone shouted ‘Fire!’” said the grandmother, “I heard him call for me outside my room, and at the same time I heard your voice too, calling the children, and I heard you go down the front stairs with them, so I thought he was with you; I locked the door to the passage that leads from the children’s room to mine, went out the other door, locked it behind me, and went down the back stairs.”

			A jolt flashed through the mother.

			From the children’s room one door opened onto a passage that led nowhere but the grandmother’s room. The door from the children’s room to the passage tended to latch shut, and Sigismund’s small strength was not enough to open it. Probably he had hurried from the children’s room to the grandmother’s room to warn her that the door had latched shut behind him, had found the grandmother’s room locked, had tried to go back, could not get into the children’s room, and was now trapped in the passage.

			As these thoughts shot through the mother’s mind, she cried, “Oh holy heavenly mercy, then he went down the passage to your room to help you, the door latched shut behind him, he couldn’t get into your room, and now he’s trapped in the passage. All the children were laden down with their odds and ends, and I took them down the stairs without noticing whether there were two or three of them. He might suffocate, the plaster might burn through. The key is in the lock inside the children’s room, I must go up and let him out.”

			Having cried out these words, she ran toward the burning house without heeding the other children. She ran straight through all the plants and amid the rain of sparks. The grandmother followed her. The maid could not hold the children back; they ran toward the fire too, and the maid ran with them.

			By the time the mother reached the fire, the rooms were in far greater danger than she had thought. The roof truss was nearly consumed, or at least had already collapsed. An awful mound of embers, its heat rippling the air, rested on the ceiling of the rooms. There was nothing but a layer of plaster between these embers and the girders; they could easily heat up, and burn, and the roof could collapse. The men with the fire-hooks had done extraordinary work. They had torn down a great many of the rafters, and the debris lay about the house, burning and smoking; but some hung on up above as their joints still held, and it was impossible to extricate them. By now night had fallen, and in the murky darkness the glare of the fire and the smoke the glow of the jutting beams and the gleam of the surrounding trees were doubly eerie.

			The mother ran straight to the door behind which the stairs led up to the children’s room. She meant to go up to the room, turn the key in the door to the passage, and let the boy out. But when she reached the door, a pile of torn-down beams was lying in front of it, burning.

			It was impossible to get through.

			“Drag the wood away, Sigismund is in the house!” she shouted to the men nearby.

			The men understood. They came up to the flaming heap, sunk in their hooks, and tried to pull the beams away. But it was in vain. Some of the beams were still joined, and some had become snagged with others that had fallen, so that even with the greatest efforts the men would not have managed to drag away the conjoined mass any sooner than its entanglements would come loose on their own as it burned on.

			“That won’t do,” cried the mother, “we’ll have to go up the back stairs to your room, Grandmother, and get into the passage from there. Where do you have the keys?”

			“I don’t know, they must be in my handbag, I might have left it in the hothouses,” the grandmother replied, “I’ll go and get them.”

			“For heaven’s sake, why did you lock the door?” cried the mother.

			“To keep out the thieves,” the grandmother cried, and hurried away with a farmhand.

			There was still time; for all the windows of the house were still black, showing that the fire raging above had not yet broken into the rooms.

			But the farmhand came running up and said that the grandmother’s keys were nowhere to be found.

			The mother changed her plan. She went around the corner of the house to a side that faced the garden, covered with vine trellises, where there was an open window to the children’s room. She pointed up at the window and cried, “A ladder, a ladder, so that someone can climb into the children’s room!”

			The farmhands ran to fetch a ladder. Others joined them. The ladders hung from a special frame under a little oaken roof near the wagon sheds. But there, in one ghastly serene flame that rose majestically into the air, the manor’s entire supply of firewood was ablaze. It was impossible to come near. A man attempted it wrapped in a wet blanket, but he was hurled down by the blast of heat, and they had to rescue him with a fire-hook, dragging him back out from the hot air. A moment later the little roof over the ladders caught fire, and it and the ladders began burning.

			The farmhands came back, and reported this to the mother.

			At that she fell to her knees, spread out her arms and cried, “Then You rescue him, You who have the power and the fulfillment, and who cannot destroy an innocent life!”

			In that instant a shrill cry rang out: “Brown-Locks, Brown-Locks!”

			And before they knew it a dark figure had darted toward the house, scrambled up the vine trellises like a squirrel, and a moment later vanished through the window.

			Everyone forgot what they were doing, or whatever they had in their hearts, and fixed their eyes on the window.

			It was not long before two figures appeared at the window. Burning beams jutting out over the wall of the house above lit them up like torches. It was the brown girl and Sigismund.

			At the sight all the bystanders cried out as one.

			Emma and Clementia shrieked with horror and with joy.

			But the children could not get down. The brown girl could have, but she could not get the boy down onto the vine trellises. Like a nocturnal scene that an artist has limned and lit by the glow from outside, they stood within the window’s black frame.

			“Sheets, sheets, tie sheets together!” several voices called up.

			“There’s a ladder,” a cry was heard from below, “the ladder will do, it’ll hold, it’s sure to hold for children.”

			At that moment the head laborer and the groom pushed their way through the huddle of people, carrying up a ladder. It came from the wagons that had been saved through God’s care and the wife’s will, two lashed-together ladders from a harvest wagon.

			It was leaned against the wall, and reached to the window.

			First the brown girl climbed out of the window. She found a firm foothold on the rungs, and then she helped the boy out. Now the two children climbed quickly and nimbly down the ladder.

			When they reached the grass, the brown girl knelt down in front of the boy, crouched back on her heels, and looked at him with her black eyes.

			In the dark night and in the glow of the fire one would have seen those eyes sparkling with joy at his rescue.

			The boy could not speak, he reeled, and looked as though he would fall.

			The mother rushed up, took him in her arms, wiped his brow, and tried to comfort him.

			At that moment the grandmother came too, running as fast as she could at her age, clothes disordered by her haste, holding the keys in her hand.

			Seeing that the boy had been rescued, she joined the mother in ministering to him. The other children stood by, and many people came crowding up.

			As the child was still half unconscious, the mother and grandmother lifted him up, brought him to the well in the garden, and laved his brow and temples with fresh water.

			At this the boy recovered, and they brought him into the arbor where the children had been at the start of the fire.

			While the mother was busy with the boy, examining him to see if he had suffered any injury, questioning him and calming him down, the old woman could be seen kneeling by the trunk of a fruit tree and praying with folded hands.

			Little by little the child was soothed. The mother straightened his clothes and stroked his cheeks and his hair. The two sisters also stroked his curls and his cheeks, and caressed him.

			The boy really had gone unharmed. He had indeed hurried from the children’s room into the passage leading to the grandmother’s room to go and tell her that there was a fire in the house and she must flee. As he often did, he had slammed the passage door behind him, and the latch had fallen into place. Unable to open the grandmother’s door, unable to summon her with his cries, he went back. But then he saw to his horror that he had latched the door shut. With all his strength he tried to pull back the bolt, but the spring was too strong, and it was no use. At that he pounded his fists on the door to the children’s room then the grandmother’s door. He cried with all his might to be heard. But having done that for a while, with no one hearing, he sat down on the floor of the corridor and waited in the hope that someone would come and open the door for him.

			He heard the roaring and rushing of the fire above him.

			Then the brown girl came, led him away, and climbed down the ladder with him.

			When he had fully recovered from his fright, the mother left him to the grandmother and the maids in the arbor and went off again to attend to the fire.

			The men were tearing down the last of the beams. All the spraying with water was to no avail, and the embers heaped over the rooms of the master and his family would have burned through the ceiling; but while the mother was in the arbor, the pastor had come with the church ladders. Their iron hooks were fastened over the walls of the burning house, and the men climbed up and began using pokers to throw down the embers. They took turns working. As the embers diminished, the water that was sprayed up became more and more effective, in part smothering the blaze, in part restoring moisture to the dried-out, fissured plaster, so that it stopped transmitting so much heat to damage the girders. In this way the rooms were saved.

			As the servants’ rooms could not simultaneously receive the same attention, several of them were in fact gutted by the flames. But once it was clear that the master’s rooms were safe, efforts were shifted to the servants’ rooms, preventing the fire from spreading.

			Then the beams and rafters that lay scattered around the house, burning, were dragged away and extinguished. And before midnight had come, the worst of it was over. Only the store of firewood burned on, a conflagration quiet but fierce. The fire-squirt merely fed the blaze, as the water turned to vapor and made the flames burn hotter. Dirt might have been shoveled onto the fire, but the heat prevented anyone from coming within throwing range. And so there was no choice but to set a watch around the fire, let it burn down, and merely take care that it should not spread anew. Watchmen were posted outside all the parts of the house as well, to make sure that no spark should be rekindled or carried onward. The stack of hay that stood smoldering in the burned-down barn could not be extinguished, but the fire-squirt kept the fire contained so that it did not revive, and was finally smothered in its ash.

			Now that everything had thus far been calmed, and set to rights, the mother thought to put the children to bed. She went to the arbor, took her little box, took the children by the hand and led them behind the house to the hothouses. She had chosen the hothouses because no one knew the state of the rooms the fire had left unscathed. As it was summer, and some of the plants stood outside, one of the hothouses had room to spare. The mother had the maids fetch bedding blankets and all that was needed from the rooms. They even brought little tables chairs and footstools.

			As they did, they also looked for the brown girl. In the confusion and fright and with the further efforts the fire had demanded of the mother, the girl had been forgotten. And now she was nowhere to be found. But they did not worry, thinking that she must have gone off again, as she had never before spent the night in the house.

			Now the beds were made some on the hothouse benches some on the ground, and after the children had said their prayers, they were tucked away under their blankets, and watched the blaze from the heap of firewood gleaming in the panes of the hothouse before dozing off, peaceful and reassured.

			The mother and grandmother sought a brief spell of rest as well.

			At dawn the brown girl stood waiting in the garden. The children went out to her, and the grandmother and mother joined them. They went to all the parts of the grounds. The garden was a stable: horses oxen cows and calves had been tethered to the trees, with hay in front of them, for even before daybreak neighbors and other people had come with carts bringing hay straw and provisions; frightened chickens ran about amid the flowers and shrubs, and pigs rooted in the lawn. The walls of the house were black and begrimed, the sandy yard and the lawn in front of the house were black as a charcoal pile, the firewood shed was a heap of wet coal and ash, and faint, foul-smelling smoke was still rising from the hay.

			When the children had seen everything, the mother went with them to the meadow where the carts that had brought donations were standing, along with the people who had driven them. The mother thanked them all from the bottom of her heart.

			Then she instructed her people, and those who had gladly come to help, in the things that had to be done.

			The children set up house in the hothouse, and a few things that had not been needed yesterday were brought there.

			That afternoon the father came. He had seen the red of the fire in the sky that night. Thinking that it might be his home, he had authorized another man to handle his business, and set out. When he was almost there, he had learned that his manor had burned down, and he hired a horse to ride home, taking a shortcut along footpaths and farm roads.

			When he saw his mother his wife and the children, when he learned that no one had perished in the fire, he was overjoyed, and did not ask what else he might have lost.

			Now he set about repairing the damage.

			First the ceilings of the rooms had to be examined. The girders proved to be good, and it turned out that they had not been damaged by the heat and the cracked plaster, nor had they suffered from the damp, so the mother the children and the grandmother moved back into their rooms. The next day a makeshift roof of boards was erected over the house for the interim.

			Then the ground all around the house was cleared, to remove the sight of the filth and disorder. The animals were returned to their stalls, which had survived with their sturdy vaults and been aired to free them from the smoke and the stench. He had the hay completely extinguished, and then piled in a secluded spot to turn into compost. He also proceeded at once to have new panes cut for the broken windows, and he amply replaced the losses his servants had suffered, because they had taken such pains to save his house.

			After all that had been done, they began to build.

			Rafters were put up atop the house, and on the rafters carpenters hammered the laths into place, and tilers laid the roof tiles. The father had a masonry vault put in the barn, and equipped its roof hatches and other openings with iron shutters, so that in case of fire they could be closed, along with the barn doors, and the fire could be stifled. The outer walls were cleaned, freshly plastered, and whitewashed. The vine trellis, which the father had often meant to take down, because vines do not bear grapes in those regions, and the vine leaves are not the adornment they are in other lands, was not taken down, but rather made sturdier and more attractive, with the firm resolution to tend the vines properly. The lock on the door from the children’s room to the corridor was replaced with a new one whose latch could not catch. The woodshed was also given a vault that could be closed on all sides with iron doors and shutters. The ladder shed was built within easy reach in the garden, its roof was painted red, and beneath it new ladders hung horizontally in all different lengths.

			The whole summer was spent rebuilding, and once autumn had come, the house stood more beautiful and more imposing than ever before.

			The cause of the fire could not be determined. As it had broken out in the barn, it had probably been due to some carelessness.

			They went to the city earlier that year, because there were many things to take care of, and they went more anxiously than in previous times.

			But none of their anxieties was borne out. When the spring breezes blew, they returned once more, and found everything safe and sound.

			The mother had brought the brown girl fabric for pretty clothes, and handed it to her with a loving, tender gaze.

			The father and the mother had decided to raise the brown girl, and guide her to whatever happiness she was capable of. They were very careful not to frighten her off, and let her do as she pleased, so that she would become more trusting.

			She came often with the children, she came on her own, and once she had her new clothes, which were cut just like the old ones, she sometimes stayed overnight, in a little bed made up especially for her.

			They presumed the girl’s parents would offer no resistance, seeing how little care they took of her, seeing how they let her wander about, seeing how they never came forward, though they had to know that the child was often in the house, and they had to notice the new clothes she had been given.

			They hoped to bind her to the house by exerting, as they always had, the gentle ties of indulgence and love, until such time as her soul would dwell in the house of its own accord, until she would never go away again, and yield her heart unreservedly.

			Already the girl had joined in many of the children’s lessons, and she had been questioned and drawn into the discussion without her noticing their intent, and the things she learned had been ordered and enlarged on. Now they made arrangements that the young priest who instructed the children in religion should come twice a week from the parsonage to introduce the girl to God and the practices of our sacred religion. The mother repeated his teachings, and spoke of sacred things to the child.

			The girl learned with great passion, and just as she surpassed the children in physical skills and dexterity, and they emulated her, especially Sigismund, she learned different things from them when they were busy in their rooms, or when they were with their mother, or with the grandmother, or wandering about with her outside.

			In this way several years passed. The brown girl grew more and more used to the house, she stayed there always, and hardly went away at all. She learned all sorts of crafts such as the other girls pursued, and engaged in the same activities as they.

			She could not be persuaded to go with them to the city. In the winter she always stayed with the grandmother.

			At last she was induced to wear girls’ clothes. The mother bought the fabric for them, the fabric was made into dresses and decorated with ribbons according to her custom.

			Now that she wore girls’ clothes, she was shyer, and took shorter steps.

			Little by little the children grew to be as tall as their parents. Now there were three Black-Locks. The mother, who had kept her beautiful, lustrous dark hair, was one; Clementia was the second and the brown girl the third. The father and Emma were Blond-Locks. The only Brown-Locks was Sigismund. And there was a White-Locks in the children’s midst—the grandmother. Her gray hair had finally turned so white that when a curl chanced to peep out beside the white bonnet’s ruffle, it could not be told apart from it.

			Emma was now a beautiful maiden with an earnest gaze, with blue eyes in a head carried calmly, and an abundance of blond hair that she let dangle down her neck; she resembled a medieval portrait. Clementia was delicate and rosy, and beneath her black hair the sweet fire of her black eyes gazed straight from the soul. Sigismund was bold blithe and free, true to the meaning of his name, a mouth of triumph; for when his voice rang out, he captured hearts.

			People came from the neighborhood, youths and maidens, friends even came from the distant capital to visit them in their remote manor. All were merry but the brown girl. Her cheeks looked as though she was ill, and her gaze was mournful. When all the others were merry, she sat in the garden and looked about with lonesome eyes.

			One summer, on a very fine day when strangers were there, when they were engaged in dancing piano-playing games of forfeit and city pleasures in the manor’s big parlor, the father and mother strolled off toward the sandy slope. There on a pile of sand in her pretty clothes lay the brown girl, teary eyes staring at the ground. The mother went closer and asked, “What is the matter?”

			 The girl straightened up a little; the father and mother had taken seats on a little bench by the sand pile, and it was as though she was sitting at their feet.

			“Dear, precious girl,” said the mother, “don’t be sad, all will be well, we love you, we’ll give you all your heart desires. You’re our child, our dear child. Or if you still have a father and a mother, then tell us, so that we can do our best for them as well.”

			“Stura Mura is dead, and the high crag is dead,” said the girl.

			“Then stay with us,” the mother went on, “here is your mother, here is your father, we’ll share with you all we have, we’ll share our heart with you.”

			At these words the girl burst into sobs so violent that they convulsed her, and it seemed that her heart would be crushed. Suddenly she fell face down in the sand, with her hands she balled together part of the hem of the wife’s dress, and pressed this ball to her lips. Feeling, after a while, the wife’s hand on her dense dark lovely locks, resting there with friendly pressure, she jumped up, lifted her arms, no longer so full and sleek, wrapped them tight around the wife’s neck, kissed her on the cheek as though to mark it with lips and teeth, and went on weeping, so that the tears flowed down the woman’s cheek and bedewed her dress. When gradually the outburst ebbed, when the girl leaned her head back and looked at the father, when she saw that he was holding her hand, but could not speak because his eyes swam with tears—then she, too, could speak no more, her lips trembled, her heart heaved in short spasms, and she withdrew behind the hothouses.

			The father and mother did not follow the girl, so that she could calm herself on her own. They thought it would all work out in the end.

			But it did not work out. They saw the girl walk up the sandy slope, and they never saw her again.

			When some time had passed without the brown girl appearing, the parents and children thought she had merely gone off and stayed away longer than expected; but as her absence grew more worrying, the father made inquiries, and when the girl still failed to come, these inquiries were pursued by all possible means. But like the earlier inquiries, they bore no fruit. In the vicinity she was known as a girl who had always visited the children in the manor, and was almost regarded as a member of the family; farther away no one knew of her at all. All the people of the manor father mother children grandmother grieved, and the wound burned hotter and hotter.

			But as the months and the years passed, the pain abated, and her figure, like others, sank deeper into the realm of the past.

			But the girl could never be forgotten. All especially the children often spoke of her, and once many years had passed, once the grandmother had died, once the father had died, once the mother was a grandmother, once the sisters were wives in faraway places—when Sigismund stood there in the heights, where the brook with the gray fish now seemed quite small, where the high nut-hill seemed quite small, he seemed to sense the brown girl’s shadow slip past him, he felt a deep ache in his heart, and thought: How often must she have come here, how often must she have waited all alone for her playmates to come, and how she bore back to her old world the pain that had stricken her in the new one. He thought: Only let her be granted much much good in this world.


			ROCK MILK


			In our fatherland there stands a castle, of the sort in which certain regions abound, surrounded by a broad moat, so that in fact it seems to be standing on an island in a pond. Castles on flat ground tend to have such defenses surrounding them; having, that is, the defense of water, but lacking the kind possessed by their proud sisters atop lofty mountains and rugged cliffs. And the lesser security provided by a moat must be purchased with damp air croaking frogs and plagues of flies, while their exalted sisters enjoy not only the greater protection of the lofty cliffs, but the pure air and the view as well. Then again, the former can burrow into a whole bed of trees to shelter from winter storms, while the latter are abandoned to the onslaught of the winds like a pebble in the river to the water’s endless smoothing. But since our fellow men have gradually shed their armor, since the invention of gunpowder, against which moats and lofty cliffs are useless, the mightiest are moving from the mountains and out of the ponds, leaving the ruins behind like torn discarded garments. Those who are not so rich and mighty, though, must inhabit their old dwellings, seeking as best they can to ward off adverse influences. And so one sees many an inhabited castle still standing in its pond like a chronological error, and many a castle staring down from its cliff with windows and shutters closed tight. The moat of the one turns into a marsh, while the other’s weather side is abandoned to the elements, and the inhabited rooms withdraw inward.

			Our moated castle, the one mentioned at the start, is called Ax. In recent years the owners have made efforts to improve its situation. The old arched bridge, which always needed repairs, and which culminated, at the castle gate, in an actual drawbridge that constantly caused delays, was replaced with a big, solid stone causeway atop which ran a road paved with round pebbles and edged by parapets, so that one can sally forth straight from the castle in a spacious carriage or on horseback, whereas previously even a wheelbarrow had to be pushed gingerly so as not to damage the drawbridge and the arches. The latest owner’s grandfather even brought up thousands of loads of rocks and dirt from his holdings in the Ax Woods and filled in the pond behind his abode, heaped up soil, planted trees, and thus brought the house garden right up to the building. This in no way diminished the castle’s defenses, should it have need of such; for the garden is surrounded by a very high very old very thick wall of stone, with a stout cast-iron gate leading out into the fields.

			His successor did nothing, and the latest owner—who remained a bachelor, and had no relatives at all, so that he did not even know to whom to bequeath his estate—felt no inclination whatsoever to alter his ancestors’ legacy. And so the building stood as it had stood in his grandfather’s day, outside its windows the water from the age of chivalry and from the Peasants’ War, and it breathed the marsh miasma, and suffered the croaking frogs and the mosquito bites just as they were suffered by the knights and peasants who once lived and fought there.

			The castle had all sorts of protrusions parapets thick walls arrow slits and things we no longer comprehend that once made such buildings quite secure, and today lend them a most strange and mysterious aspect, especially in young people’s eyes, and above all when a vambrace or a helmet turns up in some corner of the house. But what gives our castle an especially striking appearance is a very stout very high round tower, with no windows at all and hence nothing but pitch-black rooms inside, with no proper roof, but cobbled with stones that form a gutter in one place to drain off the rainwater, and surrounded by a parapet four to five feet high. As the castle stands on a plain, the tower likely served as a lookout and for defense in case of siege. Now its interior rooms, which the thickness of the walls keeps quite cool, store all sorts of vegetables potatoes turnips greens even wine and beer, and can be aired on cool days by opening hatches. The top of the tower now serves solely as an observation deck, though sadly the only prospect is of a wide fertile plain.

			The latest owner, as we said, never married. He was his father’s only son his mother had indulged him and nature had given him contradictory endowments. For while he had a wonderfully fine face and a well-formed head, the rest of his body was left stunted, as though it belonged to someone else entirely. In his father’s house he was called the little one, though there was none bigger, as he was the only one. But he went on being the little one even when he was thirty and no one could think now that he might go on growing. At Latin school and at the university he had also been called the little one. The contradiction in his body parts was joined by one in the powers of his mind. He had so pure a heart, in old age almost as pure as a boy’s, that he could have gained the love and veneration of the noblest souls; he had a lucid unerring intellect that struck the mark with acumen, and would have inspired respect in the cleverest people—but his imagination was so nimble and lively, so far surpassing his other mental forces, that it constantly spoiled the expression of his mind’s other pursuits, venting itself in shaggy tangled spiky notions. Had his imagination been constructive he would have been an artist; but it remained digressive fractured and erratic, and so he said things that no one understood, he was witty, then ridiculous, and had so many plans that he never got around to taking action. In consequence his life was all beginnings with no sequels, and sequels with no beginnings.

			Once, after his father and mother had died, he was the object of a girl’s great affection. He loved the girl so dearly, no other creature on earth could have inspired the same fondness or anything approaching it. And so all the conditions for a happy union seemed at hand. But once, in front of many people, he so embarrassed himself with his disquisitions and rhetorical capers that the girl sat there flushed with burning shame. The next day he wrote to his betrothed that he was unworthy of her, and could not bring himself to make her unhappy. All his friends’ exhortations were for naught, the girl bitterly lamented his feelings and bewept the fateful day: but it was all in vain, and their union was severed for good.

			And so he never came to use his gifts especially his heart, and lived on toward old age by himself.

			Having resolved never to marry, he set about seeking his future heir. The estate, which apart from the castle consisted in landed property mainly forests, and drew the usual income, had once been a princely fief, but due to an ancestor’s great services it had passed into his ownership, with distant claimants being compensated. Thus the lord of the castle, as they called him throughout the area, could freely dispose of the estate in his will. But he wished to adhere to the legal succession, to bequeath his property to the heir who would legally succeed him if he died intestate; only he wanted to meet the heir beforehand to see if he was worthy of the inheritance.

			And so he opened the book of his ancestry. Descendants of his own were naturally lacking. On to the siblings, then. They, too, were lacking. On to the forebears. Father and mother were dead, neither had siblings. On to the grandparents. One grandfather, on his father’s side, had one brother, but his line had gone extinct. On to the great-grandparents. All the lines descending from them that he found recorded in the book, and investigated throughout the lands, petered out before the present. Their extinction was officially documented. He went one level higher; the matter grew more and more vexed. But all lines descending from all levels, however high, terminated, their termination was attested, and at last he reached the point where no more can be known, and no lineage sheds any more light, nor can be proven. After making so many journeys, after spending a good portion of his life in the process, after going so far as to publish an announcement in the newspapers asking any relations to come forward, and after some people had come, but had not been able to offer any proof, he arrived at the sad discovery that he had no heirs whatsoever.

			And so, wishing at least to provide for the event that he should be taken from this world quickly and unexpectedly, out of patriotism he appointed the emperor to be his heir. He put his will in the drawer of his desk.

			Though he had forsaken the notion of bestowing his heart on a woman, with friends it was another matter. He had always had friends, and as he grew old, he acquired still more. Indeed, even the women now grew fonder of him, though not in the sense of wishing to marry him; as he grew older his eccentricities, though still greater, were no longer so striking, indeed, backed as they were by wit and imagination they became the sprightliness that most graces an old man, and everyone said how lovable he was. His dissonance of body vanished as well, for none sought beauty and harmony in an old man.

			Of his friends, the first and dearest was his own steward. Even in his youth—and he came into his fortune very early—he saw how his imagination tempted him to experiment constantly tinker with or even neglect his properties, which especially in the agricultural sphere always leads to poor results. So he looked about for a young man who could administer his estate, and as his intellect made him an excellent judge of other people’s qualities, he succeeded in finding a very capable one. He hired him as the manager of his estates with a very respectable salary and under the condition that the manager should tolerate interference from no one, least of all from himself. The contract was signed, and the men got on beautifully. The steward had an excellent grasp of his duties, gradually improved the estate, fell in love with it, and finally regarded it and treated it as his very own, making a habit of telling his master not to interfere in things that did not concern him; but they kept the money and financial papers in a separate coffer to which each had a key, treating the money like that of a third party, and paying themselves their earnings from it. The steward had his eccentricities too, and particularly embraced his master’s books and political views, so that they came to love each other, the lord of the castle stayed in his castle always, and the steward sought no better post. It seemed that both had drawn the same lot of unmarried life.

			But, so mutable are men’s fates, late in life the steward fell into the snares of a girl, and married her.

			Now a very strange state came over the lord of the castle. Just as the steward saw himself as the owner of the estate, and dealt with it accordingly, the lord of the castle saw himself as married. His steward was always in the fields meadows woods, saying: my oats my trees, my wood, my newly purchased field; he meanwhile was always in the castle, saying: our cupboards, our view, our new furniture, our children.

			Just as previously the steward and the lord of the castle had always dined at one table, so it now continued, and the lord of the castle dined with the steward’s family. The arrival of children showed how well family life would have suited the lord; for he loved children, and the children sensed it early on, and it was discovered that all four of them called the lord by his first name; no amount of severity could break their habit, and he was glad of it, and if it could have been broken he would have been saddened. The castle’s denizens all lived together in the same wing, and if a stranger had come without knowing their relations, he would have taken the lord for an old relative spending his waning days amid his kinfolk.

			The first child born to the steward was a girl. She was given the name Ludmilla. The lord of the castle refused to call her that, and always called her by the nickname Lulu.

			The second child was a boy, Alfred; the third was a girl, Clara; and the fourth was a boy, Julius.

			With that their ranks were complete; no more children came.

			Lulu grew. She came to have her father’s wise calm brown eyes and her mother’s dainty mouth. And like her, all the children were in one way or another a mixture of their parents.

			They all began to grow, the lord of the castle escorted them everywhere, took pride in them, always sided with them against their parents, and, had not other excellent qualities and circumstances intervened, would have spoiled them utterly.

			One circumstance was the mother herself. She was a calm prudent housewife with a generous heart. She presided over the house with cleanliness order and virtue, and managed to instill some degree of these qualities into her servants and thus her children as well. She never scolded; nor, though, did she tire of giving the same order and having it carried out until it came easily and habitually to the person who was tasked with it. The equanimity and cheer of her nature brought equanimity and cheer to the children, the absence of all that was harsh crude and unseemly made them sensitive and decent, and the shame of doing wrong was what aided them especially, even a blush being harsh punishment, for their mother herself, with great earnest, avoided all unbecoming behavior.

			The second circumstance was the father. The consummate rectitude and honesty of his nature made a great impression on the children, even when they were very small. For them he was the image of perfection and knowledge, and when they were told of their Father in Heaven, they imagined him just as their father on earth, only older. They had more fear and awe of their amiable father, who never gave them a reprimand, at most a word of counsel, than of their mother who often chided and warned them.

			The third circumstance was the children’s tutor. Just as the lord of the castle had judiciously chosen a steward, so the steward judiciously chose a tutor. He brought to the house a man somewhat advanced in years calm and serious, who the steward knew would soon love the children dearly. He drew a modest annuity from a previous tutoring position, from which, as a bachelor, he might have lived, but tutoring had become such a part of his nature that he was delighted at the steward’s proposal, and took up the burden as though it were a gift.

			The man was in such accord with the other two, in fine and foolish notions, that people said half in earnest half in jest, “Now, he was all they needed.”

			After a short while he said just like the other two, “My household, my children.”

			The children loved him dearly, but they never teased him, as they often teased the lord of the castle. To varying degrees all the men had their oddities, but the children noticed it only in the most distinctively odd of them the lord of the castle. The mother alone was always clear and simple.

			When Lulu began to grow up, when she showed promise of becoming quite lovely and sweet, when she began humbly to cast down her wide eyes, slanting her lashes down over them, and no longer glanced up pertly as often as she once had, when finally one last thing transpired, a penchant for hot blushes with no reason whatsoever—one day the master of the castle crept quietly to his room, bolted the door behind him, went stealthily to the drawer of his desk, opened it, took out the will that made the emperor his heir, and crossed all of it out. Then he busied himself writing a new one, and set down Lulu’s name. He set aside legacies for the other children that Lulu would have to pay out, putting them closer to Lulu without quite matching her. When he had done this, he went out into the garden with his face aglow as though he’d played a prank and looked forward to its discovery. To prevent any fuss, and avoid speculation and gossip, he did not have the will signed by witnesses, instead satisfying our laws, which he knew well, by writing at the outset: “Written and signed by my own hand.”

			Yet there was a moment when Lulu would have utterly forfeited his favor and probably the inheritance, of which she knew nothing, had she not—unwittingly—already subjugated him so completely that he was unable to free himself from his enslavement.

			Those sad days had come when a foreign foe trod the soil of our fatherland, lingering long and often, and ravaging it with battles, until the praiseworthy struggles of great men, in which our fatherland had a glorious part, drove him forth from all the lands where the German tongue is spoken.

			The very onset of the French wars threw the three men into great agitation. All of them were zealous patriots; they would not hear a single good word about the French, wishing only that they might soon be beaten destroyed extirpated and laid low. The lord of the castle went the furthest, regarding the attack upon our country as the most unforgivable act of moral turpitude, a view explained by his attachment to his ancestral soil and the fact that, before his heart persuaded him differently, he could think of no worthier heir to his fortune than the emperor. He held that the French were plain robbers and murderers, they should be exterminated like vermin, and each and every one of them, wherever he might show his face, should be slain as a wolf is slain if it comes charging through the fields and into the yard. Not even in heaven would he grant them a place; all of them belonged in hell. Whether he would have done any slaying in earnest, had it come to that, we do not know, for so far he had found no opportunity to work his disposition into a state of active fury.

			As the French advanced, it grew worse and worse, the men spoke of nothing but newspapers dispatches and so on, and let brutal words pass their lips. The children knew nothing, their only obligation at that time was to grow, and they were the only ones who went untouched by the events.

			The mother found herself in an agonizing position. She could not share the men’s lofty joy at each advantage achieved by our side, she only sensed the wounds that were dealt, even if they were dealt to the foe, and however much she wished that peace would come, and our lands would be liberated from the foe, she wished it to come not by slaying all enemies, but merely by expelling them, and could not hide from herself how repugnant she found it that rational creatures could not settle their disputes reasonably and equitably, but did so instead by killing each other; and she decried the fierceness of these three men, who, she said, no longer saw the facts right and left, but kept their eyes trained on the foe, longing to charge him blindly.

			And so things had reached the point at which our troops, beaten on our soil, were retreating to the north, there to suffer still deeper and more painful wounds, until the cup was full to the brim, and the reckoning came, and presumption and tyranny were cast back within their borders, indeed were harshly punished there. 

			Back when our troops were retreating before the victor, it happened for the first time that a large division of our forces entered the region where the castle stood. All day long troops had marched, judges civil servants town councilors were busy, horse teams and guides had to be provided, and each household gave what it was able to. The inhabitants of the surrounding area had brought whatever they could, and piled it up upon the village square.

			Toward evening a Russian division arrived. It seemed that rather than go farther, they meant to rest here for the night. But they did not seem very sure of themselves, and began taking extensive precautionary measures. They did not disperse, they were not quartered in the houses, and remained in fighting formation. Straw had to be brought from the surrounding area to bed the soldiers such that each man could leap up from his slumbers and instantly be standing in position. The men on watch were sent out to reconnoiter and posted to give warning. Several units halted farther back in the fields, all spaced out in a certain arrangement. The villagers had to fetch provisions fuel and other things and deliver them to certain locations. But they were not allowed to walk about among the ranks or intrude on the military arrangements, for fear that they might cause disorder. They had orders not to leave their homes after darkness fell.

			As might be imagined, all this caused the utmost excitement among the villagers. They were glad to contribute their share, they would have given everything to bring our side the victory; but they worried what the night what the coming day might bring. Understandably, not one of them thought of resting.

			The lord of the castle had thrown open his pantry his store room his kitchen and his cellar, he gave more than was demanded, and while it was still day he sent servants with carts to remote parts of his estate where he had barns and granaries to fetch supplies in case more should be needed on the morrow.

			In the meantime night had fallen. It was dark, being late in fall, the sky covered by low-hanging clouds.

			Lights burned in the houses of the village, as people were staying up. It was still, the silence broken only by an occasional muffled cry from the guards or the clatter and thud of a weapon.

			The entire family of the castle, including the servants, had taken shelter in the garden hall, a large chamber that got its name because it looks back out on the garden. It is vaulted, with very strong thick stone walls, the windows have iron bars, and the furniture is very old and very sturdy. It was a favorite retreat in summer because of the cool of the room, and the graceful play of the green boughs at the windows. In the winter, as it was easy to heat, the maids often sat there on long evenings, spinning or doing other work, and often the steward’s family the lord of the castle and the tutor would come down, they would gather by the heating stove and fall to telling stories and fairy tales.

			It was the father’s doing that they had chosen this chamber to shelter in today. If something should happen, and bullets should fly, they would be safest here when it began. Toward the village and the pond they were shielded by the full breadth of the castle, toward each side they were protected by half the castle’s length, as the chamber lay in the middle, and on the garden side by the garden itself, whose great length could thwart a bullet’s flight, and whose stoutest, closest-set trees, standing by the windows of the chamber, could intercept it. The decision had been made to spend the whole night there. There was no light anywhere else in the castle. Only a few farmhands in the dairy had a light in their room, but it was soon extinguished when they went to bed. The maids were all in the garden hall, spinning.

			When all had made themselves comfortable, when the two youngest children had fallen asleep, and the two oldest had huddled together near their mother by the stove, and the spinning wheels were purring, they fell to telling tales again, but today with great zeal they told tales of the war, each in the hues lent by their separate passions.

			After the tutor had related an episode from ancient history by way of comparison, the lord of the castle said, “The Tyrolese did that better and more fiercely; when the Frenchies marched down the valley of the Gleres, there wasn’t a soul in the village. The men, with their carbines, had gone up into the crags that loom on both sides of the road, and the women and children had been taken up still farther, into the woods, even up toward the snow. No one was left in the village but an eighty-year-old carpenter with no friends and no enemies. He stood behind his barn, and his carbine was loaded. When the snow-white cloaks came—for the French cavalry had white cloaks, and formed the advance guard—he held his breath, and used his eyes. The finest helmet plumes waving in their midst seemed to belong to the man of highest rank, for the others treated him with reverence. The carpenter leapt out from behind the barn, leveled his gun—smoke—a flash—a crack—the plumes had vanished, and the rider lay dead beneath his horse. A moment later they cut the carpenter down; he laughed to himself, and let them. Now they galloped into the village, searched everything, found no people, found no treasure, and, once their comrades the foot soldiers had followed, they set fires all over the village, and marched on. The going was good, they marched on in the silence of the mountains until the valley narrowed, and the Gleres flowed alongside the road. Then the cliffs came to life, smoke and flashing and cracking everywhere, and at each shot a man fell, and again the guns were loaded, and again and again it cracked as though thousands of people were up there; and when the soldiers shot upward they hit no one because they saw no one, and when they tried to climb upward, they could not, because the crags were too steep, and because they were being shot down. And when they made haste, moving onward at a run to escape the awful road, and reached its final stretch, where it leads out through the narrowest ravines, countless boulders leapt down from the mountains, logs that had been lodged there rolled down, smashing everything in their path, forming a barricade in the narrows, the Frenchmen could go no farther, they had to go back, they fled, they ran—but below them was the burning village, which they themselves had set on fire, the wooden houses were all ablaze, so that no one could pass through them. Now they were hard-pressed, many snow-white cloaks turned red, many drifted in the Gleres, many a horse had a white cloak laid across its blanket though the rider was nowhere to be seen, many men lay on the road, many burned to death, and only a few came through on lonely paths to tell the outside world what had befallen them, or to be captured and killed by peasants as they wandered.”

			A silence followed his story; then he said, “We should do the same, we may lack mountains and narrow valleys where we could ambush them, like the Tyrolese; but we should band together as they did, we should carry weapons, drill, scheme, collect intelligence, and if we learn that a troop we’re equal to is marching through woods or bushes or a defile, we should ambush it, and shoot all its men. Up in the foothills, in a remote village, I can’t recall the name, I was told the tale by someone else, twelve French horsemen arrived to sack the place. But the peasants took exception to that, and attacked them as they caroused in a lonely inn, and slew them all at once. Their horses were tethered in the yard, and they drove them all the way to Hungary, and sold them; they burned the saddles the clothes the white cloaks and the guns in a bonfire. And so many a foe may have strayed from his division, and never come back, and no one knows what became of them.”

			“But,” said the mother, “if it has been agreed between the peoples that wars should be fought by armies, the civilian populations should stay peaceful, and put the matter in the army’s hands. To kill an individual foe who approaches unoffending seems to me a sinful murder.”

			“But they aren’t approaching unoffending,” said the lord of the castle, “look how they kept their own house, they hanged drowned shot guillotined their countrymen because they seemed suspect, or loved the king, and then they went out and sought to do the same in our lands. We were to be set against each other, plunging the country into discord from which it might hardly escape. And so we should persecute, extirpate, exterminate them in whatever way we can; and if this incurs their wrath and makes them run riot, all the better, for then the people will cease to endure it, they’ll band together and chase them from the country, so that we shall see not a hoof nor a plume of theirs. When the French come tomorrow things may happen—what might happen, who can know?”

			He spoke these words, and the servants listened, the maids’ spinning wheels stood still, the farmhands watched him, and the steward and the tutor stared into space. By now it had grown so dark that the windows of the room were like black panels, and not the slightest thing could be heard from outside, only the monotonous tick of the clock on the wall. The two youngest children slept soundly, Alfred huddled next to his mother, afraid, Lulu stood beside him and helped him be afraid.

			At that moment the door handle made a soft noise, the door opened, and in strode a man with a gleaming helmet, wrapped in a long white cloak.

			Everyone stared at him.

			“I saw light shining through these windows,” he said in good German, “and have come to make a request.”

			“What request?” the steward and the lord of the castle asked in unison.

			“You will, if you please, follow me to the top of the big tower,” the stranger said, pointing at the steward.

			As he spoke he raised one arm, parting his cloak, and they saw that his other hand held a double-barreled pistol.

			“Who can demand that? I am the master here,” cried the lord of the castle.

			“So, you are the master?” said the strange man. “Then you shall come too.”

			At that he reached for the pistol with his free hand, and cocked both hammers with an audible click.

			“You’ll take a lantern up the stairs, and go on ahead of me,” he continued, “not a hair of your heads will be hurt if all is done smoothly and quietly. But if I sense treachery, I’ll have to use my weapons, happen what may. Sit quietly where you are, the rest of you, until they return.”

			He stood there with his back to the doorjamb and the pistol in his hand, gazing at them all.

			“It’s no matter, don’t worry, and you follow us, sir,” said the steward, taking the lord of the castle by the hand, “and until we return none of you must leave the room.”

			With these words he reached for the lantern that hung by the holy water stoup, opened it, lit the candle stump inside, closed it tightly, strode farther into the room and said, “If you please.”

			The strange man stepped aside to let the steward and the lord of the castle through the door, and then followed them, sidling so that he could keep an eye on the room and the men ahead of him at the same time.

			Those left behind had said not a word; for one thing it had all happened so quickly, and for another the steward’s calm had reassured them.

			With the lantern the two men walked down the passageway to the tower, the stranger following, so that they always heard the jingle of the spurs on his feet.

			They reached the stairs, and climbed them. When the stranger saw that they had nearly reached the top, he ordered them to stand still, to set the lantern on a step, open it, and go up several more steps.

			Once they had done so, he went up to the lantern, took a tiny lantern out of his cloak pocket, lit a light inside it that barely shone, left the other lantern standing on the step, climbed toward the waiting men, and ordered them to go on.

			When they had emerged onto the stone paving of the tower, which, as noted above, made up its roof, he had the men stand by the parapet where he could see them, while he himself went to a different part of the parapet, set his tiny lantern atop it, laying his pistol alongside, took out a notecase and began to write or draw in the light of his lamp. The night was so dark that nothing was visible but one great black space in which the lights and watchfires stood out like red stars. All that could be seen of the village was the outline of a few roofs and the church. Part of the square was lit up by the troops’ fires.

			Once the stranger had spent a while drawing or writing, he put his notecase away again, took his lantern in one hand his pistol in the other, and ordered the men to go down the stairs ahead of him.

			When they had come to the place where the lantern stood, they had to take it and lead the man back down the way they had come.

			When they reached the door of the garden hall, the stranger said that the two men must now take him through the garden to the cast-iron gate leading out into the fields. Once he was outside the iron gate, they could return. They would have to leave the lantern in the passage that led past the hall to the main castle gate.

			And so the lord of the castle and his steward walked through the dark garden ahead of the stranger.

			Not far from the castle they found a horse tethered to a tree. The stranger untied it, wrapped the reins around his arm, and led it along behind him. He did not lead it along the garden path, where his two guides walked, but through the grass beside it, so that its hooves would not be heard.

			When they drew near the cast-iron gate, dark figures appeared outside it. The stranger suddenly came up behind the two men in front of him and whispered, “Halt.”

			Then he watched the figures for a long time with evident intentness.

			At last he said very softly that they should lead him back to the hall.

			They did so, and he led his horse along behind him.

			When they had reached the hall, he ordered them to open the gate at the end of the passage next to it, which was the main gate of the castle.

			The steward went to fetch the key, while the lord of the castle had to remain in the stranger’s power, and when the steward emerged from the garden hall, where the key was kept, the people in the hall followed him, curious. The stranger held on to his horse, with his eyes on the lord of the castle and the pistol in his hand. The steward and a servant unlocked the gate, removed the great oaken crossbar in the light of the lamp, opened both wings—and they looked out into black space.

			“Put the lantern away,” said the stranger.

			When they had done so, he stared through the gate for a while, but kept glancing back at the lord of the castle so that he could not escape. Then, as far as could be told by the light of the lantern, he adjusted something on his horse, inspected something else, and when he was satisfied, swung himself into the saddle. Once on his horse, there was a brief moment in which he seemed to plant himself in his seat, then he dug in the spurs, gave a shout, and with such terrible swiftness that the eyes could barely see and the sparks flew in showers, he sped out down the causeway. When he reached the other side, as they could tell from the fainter sound of the hooves, he shot his pistol to the right and to the left, at which flashes appeared behind him, shots cracked, cries rang out and receded into the distance.

			“Now that’s a man,” Lulu exulted.

			“You beast, you little monster,” cried the lord of the castle, “your admiration is driving you to our foes.”

			“He’s no Frenchman,” Lulu replied, “he speaks such beautiful German.”

			“That makes him all the worse, a thousand times worse,” said the lord of the castle, “as a German he should go to the ends of the earth and live as a beggar sooner than ally himself with our archfoe, indeed he should sooner suffer death. Instead he’s recorded the position of the coalition troops from our tower, betraying them, as we’ll see tomorrow morning, if they haven’t shot him down or captured him.”

			“He’s running his horse up against a house, he’ll dash himself and the beast to pieces,” said a maid.

			“He won’t run up against it,” a manservant rejoined, “he’s got eyes like a hawk, he knows what he’s doing.”

			“He’s a man after all, even if he’s an enemy,” said Lulu.

			“Why didn’t you slay him? He was wearing a white cloak,” Alfred asked the lord of the castle.

			The lord looked at his questioner and had no reply.

			“Children, everyone, we’ll soon have a different drama on our hands,” said the steward, “whether or not that audacious man was killed, he is an enemy, as his actions showed; he galloped out from our castle into our allies’ midst, and soon they will come and demand an accounting. Let everyone be sure to take close note of what they witnessed, so that they can profess the truth, and so that there shall be no contradictions that might have evil consequences for us. The soldiers out there in the village are in retreat, and embittered. Let us close the gate again, but open it quickly and readily at the first knock. Until then let us go back to the garden hall.”

			The manservants shut the gate, barred it with the oaken beam, gave the key to the steward, and carrying the lantern they returned to the hall.

			They had not been there long when blows were heard on the door.

			The mother gave a faint cry and moved in the father’s direction. He soothed her, ordered the door to be opened, and himself went forward with a light to greet the intruders. They were two senior officers accompanied by soldiers. Soldiers stood all along the causeway.

			“Are there some enemies still here?” one of the senior officers asked in quite intelligible German.

			“There was only the one who just rode out,” replied the steward.

			At once the officer sent men to guard all the stairs all the doors and the exits into the garden. The inhabitants were put under guard in the hall, and the lord of the castle and his steward had to go under escort into all the castle’s rooms so that they could be searched. The lord of the castle was much more genial talkative and amiable toward all the armed soldiers accompanying him now than he had been toward the single one before. After finding nothing suspicious anywhere, they returned to the garden hall. The garden was not searched, but the exits from the castle to the garden were barricaded so that if there were an enemy in the garden, that alone would hold him captive.

			Then the interrogation began. The steward related the events as they had taken place. He conjectured that the stranger must have come through the garden, because the gate leading out to the village had been locked, and because the allied troops were in the village. At any rate the stranger had meant to escape through the garden, as would clearly be shown by the footprints and especially the hoof prints in the grass, if they investigated tomorrow by daylight.

			“The matter will be investigated,” the officer said.

			After that the lord of the castle was interrogated separately, and then all the others, including the children.

			When that was over, the men were led to a vault in the tower, locked in and guarded. The women and children were allowed to remain in the garden hall, but they, too, were locked in and guarded.

			From then on the time passed quietly, apart from the fear and the worry. Not a sound could be heard but the occasional footstep of a guard outside the door the jangle of a gun or the thud of a rifle butt. Not a breeze passed through the sky, the clouds seemed suspended, motionless, and the treetops in the garden never stirred. The captives in the garden hall spent the night amid these impressions. Understandably, sleep never touched their eyes. They did not know where the men had been taken.

			When day broke at last, they heard a muddled din as of rolling riding running shouting, finally they heard horns trumpets and drums, but all muffled, coming from the far side of the castle. Nothing could be seen, for the door was locked, and outside the windows were only the trees of the garden, their dark tops standing out more and more clearly against the gray brightening sky.

			Finally there came a blast, dull and distant, but so strong that it almost shivered the air. A moment later a second blast. Now they came more quickly, and it was almost like faraway thunder, so deep a sound that now and then the windows jittered. The trumpet calls the blowing of horns the rolling of drums swelled nearby.

			The day waxed further and further toward morning.

			The rumbling thunder drew nearer, giving way to cracking, and white smoke rose behind the treetops. At last there came a cracking quite near the castle, none could tell where from, now on the right now on the left, now in front now in back, now more now less, but the terrible thing was that the room seemed to move; and when the slightest pause came, a sound was heard like countless sticks striking together, which was the shots from the smaller guns. Even the drums could sometimes be heard.

			At last so much smoke had crept into the garden that it hung in the trees like a fog. It increased and condensed until the closest tree trunks could barely be seen. A foul smell filled the room.

			After this had gone on a long while, the thunder receded into the distance in the opposite direction, the rumbling grew duller, isolated blasts could still be heard nearby, but mostly cries roaring and confused commotion. At last that, too, grew fainter and fainter, nothing more could be heard, slowly the smoke withdrew from the trees, the noise had chased off the clouds, as it were, and the sun, which had loomed at first as a red disk in the smoke, finally shone down kindly upon the garden.

			The women in the hall waited a long time. But when not a sound could be heard, not even a noise from the guards outside the door, they called out to them. They got no reply. They called again, louder, but again got no reply. At that they rattled at the door and the lock. No sign and no resistance came from outside. Now, using axes and crowbars, tools that were always at hand in the garden hall, they actually pried out the lock, and opened the door. Not a soul was outside. The gate stood wide open. In the village charred straw was still smoking, and smoke rose from a hut that blazed in the distance. Otherwise they saw no damage, but neither did they see any people in the village. An iron ball lay beneath the arch of the gate, and another was embedded in the wall of the castle.

			Even as they looked about, they suddenly heard the rattle and clatter of galloping horses, and at that same moment a host of white riders came around the houses, turned toward the castle, and rode up across the causeway. Lulu nearly cried out with joy to see them headed by the man in the white cloak who had been in the castle that night. They hoped at least to be freed from their uncertainty, and perhaps from their fear and anxiety too.

			The man rode up to the assembled women. Now, by daylight, they saw that he was very young, with a bloom on his face. He dismounted at once and said, “I have very little time, yesterday I subjected you to terror and violence so that today we might reap the fruits. We have reaped them, and are advancing. But I have come for one moment to ask forgiveness for making use of a harsh law of war, and I have also come to release the occupants from any unpleasant consequences my actions may have caused them. Where are the men?”

			“We don’t know, just this moment we freed ourselves from our captivity in the garden hall, they were taken away as prisoners last night,” the mother said.

			“Then we must search for them,” the stranger replied, “perhaps they’re in the house.”

			As a precaution he took several armed troopers with him, and, knowing the ways of war, headed at once toward the tower. All the women followed him. The key was in the lock of the door to the vault where the men had been taken. The key was turned, and the captives were found and released.

			Once all had reassured themselves that their kin had not been harmed, and once the commotion of questions and answers had quieted, the stranger went up to the men and said, “We have won the day, and, so I hope, this was due in some small part to the observations I made yesterday. I have come, esteemed gentlemen, to make use of what time I have to ask forgiveness for my behavior toward you last night. Here is a card with my name and title; you may demand satisfaction from my person and my fortune if you see fit to seek it.”

			As he spoke he handed a piece of paper to the lord of the castle.

			“Of course,” he went on, “I can give no satisfaction to the women for all their fear and terror, and so I am all the more in need of their forgiveness, and beg it of them all the more fervently.”

			“The best satisfaction,” said the lord of the castle, “would be if you were not on the side you are on.”

			“My lord,” the stranger rejoined, “if you can persuade my king of this view, I shall perform such deeds as I did last night with a lighter heart than I did then. But a soldier must obey. Now fare you well, my time is very short.”

			He gave his hand to the lord of the castle, who took it.

			“Have you suffered no injuries?” asked the steward.

			“Not one,” replied the young man.

			“Then fare you well,” said the steward, “and may your deeds soon be attended by lighter thoughts.”

			“Amen,” said the young man.

			He bowed to the men, but lower still to the women and even to the maids, his escort swung about, and he went away with them.

			The others gazed after them, glimpsed them mounted on their horses beneath the arch of the gate and riding out down the causeway.

			Now there were no more soldiers to be seen.

			After the steward and the lord of the castle had, as far as possible, inspected the disorder in their own house, deploring the bullet damage to several fine trees in the garden, they betook themselves to the village to assist the people there and in the surrounding area in the measures required in the wake of the battle. The first was to accommodate the wounded who had been found or were straggling in, friend or foe. The doctor set up a hospital in the castle, and the steward’s wife cooked for friends and foes. The second was to bury the dead. At last they went about gathering and storing away the weapons and implements of war, and gradually repairing the damage to their own houses and buildings.

			In these days many a wounded man tended his more severely wounded fellow. Many a man carried up a foe to be tended, and on the third day word spread that a horse was standing motionless by its dead rider in the cabbage patch on the hill, and elsewhere a spitz dog refused to leave its master’s grave.

			At first many more enemy divisions passed through in pursuit of the fleeing troops, but then this ceased, nothing more came, and until the advent of peace the castle and the village saw no more soldiers, be they friends or foes. ———

			Years had passed since that incident. The enemies who had then been victorious were now utterly defeated, their capital occupied, their world-famous leader exiled to Elba and then, following his escape, all the way to St. Helena, and peace blessed all the lands that had so long been ravaged. The people who had known war fully recognized its horror, and saw that whoever wantonly ignites it, though later, deluded times may venerate him as a hero and a demigod, is a despicable murderer and a scourge of humanity, and they believed that humanity had come to its senses and that the times for such doings were over: but they forgot that other times would come and other people who did not know war, who would let their passions rule, and in their wantonness would again call forth that thing that is so terrible.

			Autumn had returned to our castle, but such a mild autumn that most of the time could be spent outdoors, and the castle dwellers took long walks each day to enjoy nature’s last tranquil smiles before the storms and the frosts should come.

			And so one afternoon they all sat atop a hill that had been raised up in the garden near the cast-iron gate leading out to the fields. For Alfred and Julius had spent all their university holidays using their own hands and little wheelbarrows to pile up a hill and build atop it a columned folly that could seat all the castle dwellers. The lord of the castle and his steward had indulged the boys, thinking it better for them to build, albeit something as hulking as a hill, than to destroy things by hunting or catching birds. Because the sun was shining so mildly, they had decided to take their afternoon coffee in the folly. The table was set and they were waiting to pour the coffee, toying with the yellow leaves that lay about, or with the strands of gossamer that drifted in particular abundance today, clinging to the folly’s columns and the clothing of the party.

			Suddenly Lulu, now a grown maiden, and, we must say, a very lovely one, let out a cry.

			“Were you startled by a spider?” the others asked.

			“No a white cloak,” she replied, and pointed where she had been gazing when she uttered her cry.

			All of them looked over.

			Outside the cast-iron gate, on the cart track that passed around the garden, there stood a carriage, and in it sat a lone man with a white cloak around his shoulders, gazing in at their party.

			“Run, Julius,” said the father, “and ask him if there’s something he wishes.”

			The boy ran over, spoke with the man, returned, and said, “He wishes to be admitted, he says he is not entirely a stranger.”

			The boy was given the key, which, for the sake of convenience, they always took with them on walks, he opened the gate, the stranger entered, came up the hill, and presented himself to the party.

			They recognized him at once. It was the young man from that terrible night in the war. Now he was no longer a youth, but an amiable man with such a kind gaze that no one could have believed he was the same one who had played the terrible game of life and death back then.

			“Forgive my coming, sirs and madams,” he said, “I am no stranger to you, you have no cause to think well of me in any way; but it seems you do not hate me, as I must conclude from the fact that in all these years no satisfaction has been demanded for that night.”

			“No, no, nor shall it be demanded,” they cried, and urged him to sit.

			He did so, and said, “Let me continue for a moment. Every person has some point of yearning in his life toward which he is always drawn, and which he must reach if he wishes to be at peace. My yearning is that cast-iron gate there. Ever since I forced its lock that night to climb the tower and sketch the position of the enemy’s fires, since the moment when, returning, I found it guarded by the enemy, and was left with the prospect of being captured as a spy and ignominiously hanged, or else galloping rashly forth into the enemy’s midst and surprising them, so as to fall honorably, or break through thanks to the startling stunt—I could not have galloped out the back way because of the plowed ground and other obstacles—since that moment I have always felt the pull of the gate, and I thought to myself that I must see it again after all. And so I came here, and rode around the garden on the path to the gate. And let me speak candidly, what played no less a part in my coming was the thought of seeing all of you again, obtaining your full forgiveness for the wrong that I did you and that has always perturbed me, and winning your esteem; for afterward I fought in many battles with the light heart that this gentleman wished me back then.”

			At that he pointed to the steward.

			“I like you much better like this, young man, than I did that night,” said the lord of the castle, red face and white hair resplendent.

			“Yes, dear sir,” the stranger rejoined, “I know no happier feeling than to ride out, with an unburdened breast, alongside members of my people and speakers of my tongue, to meet an arrogant and insolent foe of the fatherland. I have been granted this feeling, I have sought to heal the wound which, that night, my official duty may have dealt to the common cause, and may all the heavens grant that the German people, so noble-hearted profound in thought and feeling, shall never again revert to its hoary error and take arms against itself.”

			“Yes God willing, God willing,” said the men.

			Meanwhile the coffee had been poured, and the mistress of the house gave the first cup to the stranger. The steward had the carriage brought around the garden wall into the castle, and the master of the castle and all the others invited the stranger to stay at his leisure, and look at the cast-iron gate as often as he pleased.

			The invitation was accepted.

			Now the stranger stayed in the castle. He could contemplate the cast-iron gate the tower the garden and the surroundings as much as ever he wished. But fate had quite a different aim in store for his journey. Everyone grew fond of him. Relations between Lulu and himself had been utterly reversed. Just as she had admired him that night, now he for his part could find no end nor bounds to admiring the girl. And as even that night he had appealed to the child, and now he was so good and amiable besides, it could not be otherwise, the maiden soon loved him beyond measure, and the adoration was fully mutual.

			 As he lingered longer and longer in the castle at everyone’s wish, having formed friendly bonds with all of them; as he possessed rank and fortune, and finally even purchased a neighboring estate that had come up for sale, so as to settle down in the region, there were no obstacles to the union, and in the village church the two young people received the sacrament of marriage.

			And from now on a quiet peaceful happy life commenced. Often, in future, when the couple sat by themselves, when he called Lulu his joy and his greatest bliss on this earth, she said, “With your heart you have granted the finest satisfaction you could grant.”

			“It’s a good thing I didn’t slay him after all,” the lord of the castle kept repeating for a long time to come, ancient and seeming to dwindle and dwindle.

			Lulu always smiled at these words, later Alfred and Julius also smiled, and at last all of them did, down to the gray-haired tutor, now merely the lord’s companion for walks or chess games.

			For a long time the white cloaks played a role in the family. Not only did Alfred and Julius, who served in the emperor’s army, wear white cloaks; little Alfred and little Julius, Lulu’s boys, wore white cloaks in winter when they rode across the plain in their sleigh, cut from the one their father had worn on his quest to find the old cast-iron gate. Their father had shed his white cloaks along with his weapons, and now wore distinguished dark furs in the winter.
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