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To

			E. M. F.

			This book of peo­ple




The Pasture


I’m go­ing out to clean the pas­ture spring;


I’ll only stop to rake the leaves away


(And wait to watch the wa­ter clear, I may):


I sha’n’t be gone long.—You come too.



I’m go­ing out to fetch the lit­tle calf


That’s stand­ing by the mother. It’s so young,


It tot­ters when she licks it with her tongue.


I sha’n’t be gone long.—You come too.




		
			North of Boston

		
	

Mending Wall


Some­thing there is that doesn’t love a wall,


That sends the frozen-ground-swell un­der it,


And spills the up­per boul­ders in the sun;


And makes gaps even two can pass abreast.


The work of hunters is an­other thing:


I have come af­ter them and made re­pair


Where they have left not one stone on a stone,


But they would have the rab­bit out of hid­ing,


To please the yelp­ing dogs. The gaps I mean,


No one has seen them made or heard them made,


But at spring mend­ing-time we find them there.


I let my neigh­bour know be­yond the hill;


And on a day we meet to walk the line


And set the wall be­tween us once again.


We keep the wall be­tween us as we go.


To each the boul­ders that have fallen to each.


And some are loaves and some so nearly balls


We have to use a spell to make them bal­ance:


“Stay where you are un­til our backs are turned!”


We wear our fin­gers rough with han­dling them.


Oh, just an­other kind of out-door game,


One on a side. It comes to lit­tle more:


There where it is we do not need the wall:


He is all pine and I am ap­ple or­chard.


My ap­ple trees will never get across


And eat the cones un­der his pines, I tell him.


He only says, “Good fences make good neigh­bours.”


Spring is the mis­chief in me, and I won­der


If I could put a no­tion in his head:


“Why do they make good neigh­bours? Isn’t it


Where there are cows? But here there are no cows.


Be­fore I built a wall I’d ask to know


What I was walling in or walling out,


And to whom I was like to give of­fence.


Some­thing there is that doesn’t love a wall,


That wants it down.” I could say “Elves” to him,


But it’s not elves ex­actly, and I’d rather


He said it for him­self. I see him there


Bring­ing a stone grasped firmly by the top


In each hand, like an old-stone sav­age armed.


He moves in dark­ness as it seems to me,


Not of woods only and the shade of trees.


He will not go be­hind his fa­ther’s say­ing,


And he likes hav­ing thought of it so well


He says again, “Good fences make good neigh­bours.”





The Death of the Hired Man


Mary sat mus­ing on the lamp-flame at the ta­ble


Wait­ing for War­ren. When she heard his step,


She ran on tip-toe down the dark­ened pas­sage


To meet him in the door­way with the news


And put him on his guard. “Si­las is back.”


She pushed him out­ward with her through the door


And shut it af­ter her. “Be kind,” she said.


She took the mar­ket things from War­ren’s arms


And set them on the porch, then drew him down


To sit be­side her on the wooden steps.



“When was I ever any­thing but kind to him?


But I’ll not have the fel­low back,” he said.


“I told him so last hay­ing, didn’t I?


‘If he left then,’ I said, ‘that ended it.’


What good is he? Who else will har­bour him


At his age for the lit­tle he can do?


What help he is there’s no de­pend­ing on.


Off he goes al­ways when I need him most.


‘He thinks he ought to earn a lit­tle pay,


Enough at least to buy to­bacco with,


So he won’t have to beg and be be­holden.’


‘All right,’ I say, ‘I can’t af­ford to pay


Any fixed wages, though I wish I could.’


‘Some­one else can.’ ‘Then some­one else will have to.’


I shouldn’t mind his bet­ter­ing him­self


If that was what it was. You can be cer­tain,


When he be­gins like that, there’s some­one at him


Try­ing to coax him off with pocket-money—


In hay­ing time, when any help is scarce.


In win­ter he comes back to us. I’m done.”



“Sh! not so loud: he’ll hear you,” Mary said.



“I want him to: he’ll have to soon or late.”



“He’s worn out. He’s asleep be­side the stove.


When I came up from Rowe’s I found him here,


Hud­dled against the barn-door fast asleep,


A mis­er­able sight, and fright­en­ing, too—


You needn’t smile—I didn’t recog­nise him—


I wasn’t look­ing for him—and he’s changed.


Wait till you see.”



“Where did you say he’d been?”



“He didn’t say. I dragged him to the house,


And gave him tea and tried to make him smoke.


I tried to make him talk about his trav­els.


Noth­ing would do: he just kept nod­ding off.”



“What did he say? Did he say any­thing?”



“But lit­tle.”



“Any­thing? Mary, con­fess


He said he’d come to ditch the meadow for me.”



“War­ren!”



“But did he? I just want to know.”


“Of course he did. What would you have him say?


Surely you wouldn’t grudge the poor old man


Some hum­ble way to save his self-re­spect.


He added, if you re­ally care to know,


He meant to clear the up­per pas­ture, too.


That sounds like some­thing you have heard be­fore?


War­ren, I wish you could have heard the way


He jum­bled ev­ery­thing. I stopped to look


Two or three times—he made me feel so queer—


To see if he was talk­ing in his sleep.


He ran on Harold Wil­son—you re­mem­ber—


The boy you had in hay­ing four years since.


He’s fin­ished school, and teach­ing in his col­lege.


Si­las de­clares you’ll have to get him back.


He says they two will make a team for work:


Between them they will lay this farm as smooth!


The way he mixed that in with other things.


He thinks young Wil­son a likely lad, though daft


On ed­u­ca­tion—you know how they fought


All through July un­der the blaz­ing sun,


Si­las up on the cart to build the load,


Harold along be­side to pitch it on.”



“Yes, I took care to keep well out of earshot.”



“Well, those days trou­ble Si­las like a dream.


You wouldn’t think they would. How some things linger!


Harold’s young col­lege boy’s as­sur­ance piqued him.


After so many years he still keeps find­ing


Good ar­gu­ments he sees he might have used.


I sym­pa­thise. I know just how it feels


To think of the right thing to say too late.


Harold’s as­so­ci­ated in his mind with Latin.


He asked me what I thought of Harold’s say­ing


He stud­ied Latin like the vi­o­lin


Be­cause he liked it—that an ar­gu­ment!


He said he couldn’t make the boy be­lieve


He could find wa­ter with a hazel prong—


Which showed how much good school had ever done him.


He wanted to go over that. But most of all


He thinks if he could have an­other chance


To teach him how to build a load of hay—”



“I know, that’s Si­las’ one ac­com­plish­ment.


He bun­dles ev­ery fork­ful in its place,


And tags and num­bers it for fu­ture ref­er­ence,


So he can find and eas­ily dis­lodge it


In the un­load­ing. Si­las does that well.


He takes it out in bunches like big birds’ nests.


You never see him stand­ing on the hay


He’s try­ing to lift, strain­ing to lift him­self.”



“He thinks if he could teach him that, he’d be


Some good per­haps to some­one in the world.


He hates to see a boy the fool of books.


Poor Si­las, so con­cerned for other folk,


And noth­ing to look back­ward to with pride,


And noth­ing to look for­ward to with hope,


So now and never any dif­fer­ent.”



Part of a moon was fall­ing down the west,


Drag­ging the whole sky with it to the hills.


Its light poured softly in her lap. She saw


And spread her apron to it. She put out her hand


Among the harp-like morn­ing-glory strings,


Taut with the dew from gar­den bed to eaves,


As if she played un­heard the ten­der­ness


That wrought on him be­side her in the night.


“War­ren,” she said, “he has come home to die:


You needn’t be afraid he’ll leave you this time.”



“Home,” he mocked gen­tly.



“Yes, what else but home?


It all de­pends on what you mean by home.


Of course he’s noth­ing to us, any more


Than was the hound that came a stranger to us


Out of the woods, worn out upon the trail.”



“Home is the place where, when you have to go there,


They have to take you in.”



“I should have called it


Some­thing you some­how haven’t to de­serve.”


War­ren leaned out and took a step or two,


Picked up a lit­tle stick, and brought it back


And broke it in his hand and tossed it by.


“Si­las has bet­ter claim on us you think


Than on his brother? Thir­teen lit­tle miles


As the road winds would bring him to his door.


Si­las has walked that far no doubt to­day.


Why didn’t he go there? His brother’s rich,


A some­body—di­rec­tor in the bank.”


“He never told us that.”



“We know it though.”



“I think his brother ought to help, of course.


I’ll see to that if there is need. He ought of right


To take him in, and might be will­ing to—


He may be bet­ter than ap­pear­ances.


But have some pity on Si­las. Do you think


If he’d had any pride in claim­ing kin


Or any­thing he looked for from his brother,


He’d keep so still about him all this time?”



“I won­der what’s be­tween them.”



“I can tell you.


Si­las is what he is—we wouldn’t mind him—


But just the kind that kins­folk can’t abide.


He never did a thing so very bad.


He don’t know why he isn’t quite as good


As any­one. He won’t be made ashamed


To please his brother, worth­less though he is.”



“I can’t think Si ever hurt any­one.”



“No, but he hurt my heart the way he lay


And rolled his old head on that sharp-edged chair-back.


He wouldn’t let me put him on the lounge.


You must go in and see what you can do.


I made the bed up for him there to-night.


You’ll be sur­prised at him—how much he’s bro­ken.


His work­ing days are done; I’m sure of it.”



“I’d not be in a hurry to say that.”



“I haven’t been. Go, look, see for your­self.


But, War­ren, please re­mem­ber how it is:


He’s come to help you ditch the meadow.


He has a plan. You mustn’t laugh at him.


He may not speak of it, and then he may.


I’ll sit and see if that small sail­ing cloud


Will hit or miss the moon.”



It hit the moon.


Then there were three there, mak­ing a dim row,


The moon, the lit­tle sil­ver cloud, and she.


War­ren re­turned—too soon, it seemed to her,


Slipped to her side, caught up her hand and waited.



“War­ren,” she ques­tioned.



“Dead,” was all he an­swered.





The Mountain


The moun­tain held the town as in a shadow


I saw so much be­fore I slept there once:


I no­ticed that I missed stars in the west,


Where its black body cut into the sky.


Near me it seemed: I felt it like a wall


Be­hind which I was shel­tered from a wind.


And yet be­tween the town and it I found,


When I walked forth at dawn to see new things,


Were fields, a river, and be­yond, more fields.


The river at the time was fallen away,


And made a wide­spread brawl on cob­ble-stones;


But the signs showed what it had done in spring;


Good grass-land gul­lied out, and in the grass


Ridges of sand, and drift­wood stripped of bark.


I crossed the river and swung round the moun­tain.


And there I met a man who moved so slow


With white-faced oxen in a heavy cart,


It seemed no hand to stop him al­to­gether.



“What town is this?” I asked.



“This? Lunen­burg.”



Then I was wrong: the town of my so­journ,


Beyond the bridge, was not that of the moun­tain,


But only felt at night its shad­owy pres­ence.


“Where is your vil­lage? Very far from here?”



“There is no vil­lage—only scat­tered farms.


We were but sixty vot­ers last elec­tion.


We can’t in na­ture grow to many more:


That thing takes all the room!” He moved his goad.


The moun­tain stood there to be pointed at.


Pas­ture ran up the side a lit­tle way,


And then there was a wall of trees with trunks:


After that only tops of trees, and cliffs


Im­per­fectly con­cealed among the leaves.


A dry ravine emerged from un­der boughs


Into the pas­ture.



“That looks like a path.


Is that the way to reach the top from here?—


Not for this morn­ing, but some other time:


I must be get­ting back to break­fast now.”



“I don’t ad­vise your try­ing from this side.


There is no proper path, but those that have


Been up, I un­der­stand, have climbed from Ladd’s.


That’s five miles back. You can’t mis­take the place:


They logged it there last win­ter some way up.


I’d take you, but I’m bound the other way.”



“You’ve never climbed it?”



“I’ve been on the sides


Deer-hunt­ing and trout-fish­ing. There’s a brook


That starts up on it some­where—I’ve heard say


Right on the top, tip-top—a cu­ri­ous thing.


But what would in­ter­est you about the brook,


It’s al­ways cold in sum­mer, warm in win­ter.


One of the great sights go­ing is to see


It steam in win­ter like an ox’s breath,


Un­til the bushes all along its banks


Are inch-deep with the frosty spines and bris­tles—


You know the kind. Then let the sun shine on it!”



“There ought to be a view around the world


From such a moun­tain—if it isn’t wooded


Clear to the top.” I saw through leafy screens


Great gran­ite ter­races in sun and shadow,


Shelves one could rest a knee on get­ting up—


With depths be­hind him sheer a hun­dred feet;


Or turn and sit on and look out and down,


With lit­tle ferns in crevices at his el­bow.



“As to that I can’t say. But there’s the spring,


Right on the sum­mit, al­most like a foun­tain.


That ought to be worth see­ing.”



“If it’s there.


You never saw it?”



“I guess there’s no doubt


About its be­ing there. I never saw it.


It may not be right on the very top:


It wouldn’t have to be a long way down


To have some head of wa­ter from above,


And a good dis­tance down might not be no­ticed


By any­one who’d come a long way up.


One time I asked a fel­low climb­ing it


To look and tell me later how it was.”



“What did he say?”



“He said there was a lake


Some­where in Ire­land on a moun­tain top.”



“But a lake’s dif­fer­ent. What about the spring?”



“He never got up high enough to see.


That’s why I don’t ad­vise your try­ing this side.


He tried this side. I’ve al­ways meant to go


And look my­self, but you know how it is:


It doesn’t seem so much to climb a moun­tain


You’ve worked around the foot of all your life.


What would I do? Go in my over­alls,


With a big stick, the same as when the cows


Haven’t come down to the bars at milk­ing time?


Or with a shot­gun for a stray black bear?


’Twouldn’t seem real to climb for climb­ing it.”


“I shouldn’t climb it if I didn’t want to—


Not for the sake of climb­ing. What’s its name?”



“We call it Hor: I don’t know if that’s right.”



“Can one walk around it? Would it be too far?”



“You can drive round and keep in Lunen­burg,


But it’s as much as ever you can do,


The bound­ary lines keep in so close to it.


Hor is the town­ship, and the town­ship’s Hor—


And a few houses sprin­kled round the foot,


Like boul­ders bro­ken off the up­per cliff,


Rolled out a lit­tle far­ther than the rest.”



“Warm in De­cem­ber, cold in June, you say?”



“I don’t sup­pose the wa­ter’s changed at all.


You and I know enough to know it’s warm


Com­pared with cold, and cold com­pared with warm.


But all the fun’s in how you say a thing.”



“You’ve lived here all your life?”



“Ever since Hor


Was no big­ger than a—” What, I did not hear.


He drew the oxen to­ward him with light touches


Of his slim goad on nose and off­side flank,


Gave them their march­ing or­ders and was mov­ing.





A Hundred Collars


Lan­caster bore him—such a lit­tle town,


Such a great man. It doesn’t see him of­ten


Of late years, though he keeps the old home­stead


And sends the chil­dren down there with their mother


To run wild in the sum­mer—a lit­tle wild.


Some­times he joins them for a day or two


And sees old friends he some­how can’t get near.


They meet him in the gen­eral store at night,


Pre-oc­cu­pied with for­mi­da­ble mail,


Ri­fling a printed let­ter as he talks.


They seem afraid. He wouldn’t have it so:


Though a great scholar, he’s a demo­crat,


If not at heart, at least on prin­ci­ple.


Lately when com­ing up to Lan­caster


His train be­ing late he missed an­other train


And had four hours to wait at Woodsville Junc­tion


After eleven o’clock at night. Too tired


To think of sit­ting such an or­deal out,


He turned to the ho­tel to find a bed.



“No room,” the night clerk said. “Un­less—”


Woodsville’s a place of shrieks and wan­der­ing lamps


And cars that shook and rat­tle—and one ho­tel.


“You say ‘un­less.’ ”



“Un­less you wouldn’t mind


Shar­ing a room with some­one else.”



“Who is it?”



“A man.”



“So I should hope. What kind of man?”



“I know him: he’s all right. A man’s a man.


Separate beds of course you un­der­stand.”



The night clerk blinked his eyes and dared him on.



“Who’s that man sleep­ing in the of­fice chair?


Has he had the re­fusal of my chance?”



“He was afraid of be­ing robbed or mur­dered.


What do you say?”



“I’ll have to have a bed.”



The night clerk led him up three flights of stairs


And down a nar­row pas­sage full of doors,


At the last one of which he knocked and en­tered.


“Lafe, here’s a fel­low wants to share your room.”



“Show him this way. I’m not afraid of him.


I’m not so drunk I can’t take care of my­self.”



The night clerk clapped a bed­stead on the foot.


“This will be yours. Good-night,” he said, and went.



“Lafe was the name, I think?”



“Yes, Layfayette.


You got it the first time. And yours?”



“Ma­goon.


Doc­tor Ma­goon.”



“A Doc­tor?”



“Well, a teacher.”



“Pro­fes­sor Square-the-cir­cle-till-you’re-tired?


Hold on, there’s some­thing I don’t think of now


That I had on my mind to ask the first


Man that knew any­thing I hap­pened in with.


I’ll ask you later—don’t let me for­get it.”



The Doc­tor looked at Lafe and looked away.


A man? A brute. Naked above the waist,


He sat there creased and shin­ing in the light,


Fum­bling the but­tons in a well-starched shirt.


“I’m mov­ing into a size-larger shirt.


I’ve felt mean lately; mean’s no name for it.


I just found what the mat­ter was to-night:


I’ve been a-chok­ing like a nurs­ery tree


When it out­grows the wire band of its name tag.


I blamed it on the hot spell we’ve been hav­ing.


’Tis noth­ing but my fool­ish hang­ing back,


Not lik­ing to own up I’d grown a size.


Num­ber eigh­teen this is. What size do you wear?”



The Doc­tor caught his throat con­vul­sively.


“Oh—ah—four­teen—four­teen.”



“Four­teen! You say so!


I can re­mem­ber when I wore four­teen.


And come to think I must have back at home


More than a hun­dred col­lars, size four­teen.


Too bad to waste them all. You ought to have them.


They’re yours and wel­come; let me send them to you.


What makes you stand there on one leg like that?


You’re not much fur­therer than where Kike left you.


You act as if you wished you hadn’t come.


Sit down or lie down, friend; you make me ner­vous.”



The Doc­tor made a sub­dued dash for it,


And propped him­self at bay against a pil­low.



“Not that way, with your shoes on Kike’s white bed.


You can’t rest that way. Let me pull your shoes off.”



“Don’t touch me, please—I say, don’t touch me, please.


I’ll not be put to bed by you, my man.”



“Just as you say. Have it your own way then.


‘My man’ is it? You talk like a pro­fes­sor.


Speak­ing of who’s afraid of who, how­ever,


I’m think­ing I have more to lose than you


If any­thing should hap­pen to be wrong.


Who wants to cut your num­ber four­teen throat!


Let’s have a show down as an ev­i­dence


Of good faith. There is ninety dol­lars.


Come, if you’re not afraid.”



“I’m not afraid.


There’s five: that’s all I carry.”



“I can search you?


Where are you mov­ing over to? Stay still.


You’d bet­ter tuck your money un­der you


And sleep on it the way I al­ways do


When I’m with peo­ple I don’t trust at night.”



“Will you be­lieve me if I put it there


Right on the coun­ter­pane—that I do trust you?”



“You’d say so, Mis­ter Man.—I’m a col­lec­tor.


My ninety isn’t mine—you won’t think that.


I pick it up a dol­lar at a time


All round the coun­try for the Weekly News,


Pub­lished in Bow. You know the Weekly News?”



“Known it since I was young.”



“Then you know me.


Now we are get­ting on to­gether—talk­ing.


I’m sort of Some­thing for it at the front.


My busi­ness is to find what peo­ple want:


They pay for it, and so they ought to have it.


Fair­banks, he says to me—he’s ed­i­tor—


Feel out the pub­lic sen­ti­ment—he says.


A good deal comes on me when all is said.


The only trou­ble is we dis­agree


In pol­i­tics: I’m Ver­mont Demo­crat—


You know what that is, sort of dou­ble-dyed;


The News has al­ways been Repub­li­can.


Fair­banks, he says to me, ‘Help us this year,’


Mean­ing by us their ticket. ‘No,’ I says,


‘I can’t and won’t. You’ve been in long enough:


It’s time you turned around and boosted us.


You’ll have to pay me more than ten a week


If I’m ex­pected to elect Bill Taft.


I doubt if I could do it any­way.’ ”



“You seem to shape the pa­per’s pol­icy.”



“You see I’m in with ev­ery­body, know ’em all.


I al­most know their farms as well as they do.”


“You drive around? It must be pleas­ant work.”



“It’s busi­ness, but I can’t say it’s not fun.


What I like best’s the lay of dif­fer­ent farms,


Com­ing out on them from a stretch of woods,


Or over a hill or round a sud­den cor­ner.


I like to find folks get­ting out in spring,


Rak­ing the door­yard, work­ing near the house.


Later they get out fur­ther in the fields.


Every­thing’s shut some­times ex­cept the barn;


The fam­ily’s all away in some back meadow.


There’s a hay load a-com­ing—when it comes.


And later still they all get driven in:


The fields are stripped to lawn, the gar­den patches


Stripped to bare ground, the ap­ple trees


To whips and poles. There’s no­body about.


The chim­ney, though, keeps up a good brisk smok­ing.


And I lie back and ride. I take the reins


Only when some­one’s com­ing, and the mare


Stops when she likes: I tell her when to go.


I’ve spoiled Jemima in more ways than one.


She’s got so she turns in at ev­ery house


As if she had some sort of cur­va­ture,


No mat­ter if I have no er­rand there.


She thinks I’m so­cia­ble. I maybe am.


It’s sel­dom I get down ex­cept for meals, though.


Folks en­ter­tain me from the kitchen doorstep,


All in a fam­ily row down to the youngest.”



“One would sup­pose they might not be as glad


To see you as you are to see them.”



“Oh,


Be­cause I want their dol­lar. I don’t want


Any­thing they’ve not got. I never dun.


I’m there, and they can pay me if they like.


I go nowhere on pur­pose: I hap­pen by.


Sorry there is no cup to give you a drink.


I drink out of the bot­tle—not your style.


Mayn’t I of­fer you—?”



“No, no, no, thank you.”



“Just as you say. Here’s look­ing at you then.—


And now I’m leav­ing you a lit­tle while.


You’ll rest eas­ier when I’m gone, per­haps—


Lie down—let your­self go and get some sleep.


But first—let’s see—what was I go­ing to ask you?


Those col­lars—who shall I ad­dress them to,


Sup­pose you aren’t awake when I come back?”



“Really, friend, I can’t let you. You—may need them.”



“Not till I shrink, when they’ll be out of style.”



“But re­ally I—I have so many col­lars.”


“I don’t know who I rather would have have them.


They’re only turn­ing yel­low where they are.


But you’re the doc­tor as the say­ing is.


I’ll put the light out. Don’t you wait for me:


I’ve just be­gun the night. You get some sleep.


I’ll knock so-fash­ion and peep round the door


When I come back so you’ll know who it is.


There’s noth­ing I’m afraid of like scared peo­ple.


I don’t want you should shoot me in the head.


What am I do­ing car­ry­ing off this bot­tle?


There now, you get some sleep.”



He shut the door.


The Doc­tor slid a lit­tle down the pil­low.





Home Burial


He saw her from the bot­tom of the stairs


Be­fore she saw him. She was start­ing down,


Look­ing back over her shoul­der at some fear.


She took a doubt­ful step and then un­did it


To raise her­self and look again. He spoke


Ad­vanc­ing to­ward her: “What is it you see


From up there al­ways—for I want to know.”


She turned and sank upon her skirts at that,


And her face changed from ter­ri­fied to dull.


He said to gain time: “What is it you see,”


Mount­ing un­til she cow­ered un­der him.


“I will find out now—you must tell me, dear.”


She, in her place, re­fused him any help


With the least stiff­en­ing of her neck and si­lence.


She let him look, sure that he wouldn’t see,


Blind crea­ture; and a while he didn’t see.


But at last he mur­mured, “Oh,” and again, “Oh.”



“What is it—what?” she said.



“Just that I see.”



“You don’t,” she chal­lenged. “Tell me what it is.”



“The won­der is I didn’t see at once.


I never no­ticed it from here be­fore.


I must be wonted to it—that’s the rea­son.


The lit­tle grave­yard where my peo­ple are!


So small the win­dow frames the whole of it.


Not so much larger than a bed­room, is it?


There are three stones of slate and one of mar­ble,


Broad-shoul­dered lit­tle slabs there in the sun­light


On the side­hill. We haven’t to mind those.


But I un­der­stand: it is not the stones,


But the child’s mound—”



“Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t,” she cried.



She with­drew shrink­ing from be­neath his arm


That rested on the ban­is­ter, and slid down­stairs;


And turned on him with such a daunt­ing look,


He said twice over be­fore he knew him­self:


“Can’t a man speak of his own child he’s lost?”



“Not you! Oh, where’s my hat? Oh, I don’t need it!


I must get out of here. I must get air.


I don’t know rightly whether any man can.”



“Amy! Don’t go to some­one else this time.


Lis­ten to me. I won’t come down the stairs.”


He sat and fixed his chin be­tween his fists.


“There’s some­thing I should like to ask you, dear.”



“You don’t know how to ask it.”



“Help me, then.”


Her fin­gers moved the latch for all re­ply.



“My words are nearly al­ways an of­fence.


I don’t know how to speak of any­thing


So as to please you. But I might be taught


I should sup­pose. I can’t say I see how.


A man must partly give up be­ing a man


With women-folk. We could have some ar­range­ment


By which I’d bind my­self to keep hands off


Any­thing spe­cial you’re a-mind to name.


Though I don’t like such things ’twixt those that love.


Two that don’t love can’t live to­gether with­out them.


But two that do can’t live to­gether with them.”


She moved the latch a lit­tle. “Don’t—don’t go.


Don’t carry it to some­one else this time.


Tell me about it if it’s some­thing hu­man.


Let me into your grief. I’m not so much


Un­like other folks as your stand­ing there


Apart would make me out. Give me my chance.


I do think, though, you overdo it a lit­tle.


What was it brought you up to think it the thing


To take your mother-loss of a first child


So in­con­solably—in the face of love.


You’d think his mem­ory might be sat­is­fied—”



“There you go sneer­ing now!”



“I’m not, I’m not!


You make me an­gry. I’ll come down to you.


God, what a woman! And it’s come to this,


A man can’t speak of his own child that’s dead.”



“You can’t be­cause you don’t know how.


If you had any feel­ings, you that dug


With your own hand—how could you?—his lit­tle grave;


I saw you from that very win­dow there,


Mak­ing the gravel leap and leap in air,


Leap up, like that, like that, and land so lightly


And roll back down the mound be­side the hole.


I thought, Who is that man? I didn’t know you.


And I crept down the stairs and up the stairs


To look again, and still your spade kept lift­ing.


Then you came in. I heard your rum­bling voice


Out in the kitchen, and I don’t know why,


But I went near to see with my own eyes.


You could sit there with the stains on your shoes


Of the fresh earth from your own baby’s grave


And talk about your ev­ery­day con­cerns.


You had stood the spade up against the wall


Out­side there in the en­try, for I saw it.”



“I shall laugh the worst laugh I ever laughed.


I’m cursed. God, if I don’t be­lieve I’m cursed.”



“I can re­peat the very words you were say­ing.


‘Three foggy morn­ings and one rainy day


Will rot the best birch fence a man can build.’


Think of it, talk like that at such a time!


What had how long it takes a birch to rot


To do with what was in the dark­ened par­lour.


You couldn’t care! The near­est friends can go


With any­one to death, comes so far short


They might as well not try to go at all.


No, from the time when one is sick to death,


One is alone, and he dies more alone.


Friends make pre­tence of fol­low­ing to the grave,


But be­fore one is in it, their minds are turned


And mak­ing the best of their way back to life


And liv­ing peo­ple, and things they un­der­stand.


But the world’s evil. I won’t have grief so


If I can change it. Oh, I won’t, I won’t!”


“There, you have said it all and you feel bet­ter.


You won’t go now. You’re cry­ing. Close the door.


The heart’s gone out of it: why keep it up.


Amy! There’s some­one com­ing down the road!”



“You—oh, you think the talk is all. I must go—


Some­where out of this house. How can I make you—”



“If—you—do!” She was open­ing the door wider.


“Where do you mean to go? First tell me that.


I’ll fol­low and bring you back by force. I will!—”





The Black Cottage


We chanced in pass­ing by that af­ter­noon


To catch it in a sort of spe­cial pic­ture


Among tar-banded an­cient cherry trees,


Set well back from the road in rank lodged grass,


The lit­tle cot­tage we were speak­ing of,


A front with just a door be­tween two win­dows,


Fresh painted by the shower a vel­vet black.


We paused, the min­is­ter and I, to look.


He made as if to hold it at arm’s length


Or put the leaves aside that framed it in.


“Pretty,” he said. “Come in. No one will care.”


The path was a vague part­ing in the grass


That led us to a weath­ered win­dow-sill.


We pressed our faces to the pane. “You see,” he said,


“Every­thing’s as she left it when she died.


Her sons won’t sell the house or the things in it.


They say they mean to come and sum­mer here


Where they were boys. They haven’t come this year.


They live so far away—one is out west—


It will be hard for them to keep their word.


Any­way they won’t have the place dis­turbed.”


A but­toned hair-cloth lounge spread scrolling arms


Un­der a crayon por­trait on the wall


Done sadly from an old da­guerreo­type.


“That was the fa­ther as he went to war.


She al­ways, when she talked about war,


Sooner or later came and leaned, half knelt


Against the lounge be­side it, though I doubt


If such un­life­like lines kept power to stir


Any­thing in her af­ter all the years.


He fell at Get­tys­burg or Fred­er­icks­burg,


I ought to know—it makes a dif­fer­ence which:


Fred­er­icks­burg wasn’t Get­tys­burg, of course.


But what I’m get­ting to is how for­saken


A lit­tle cot­tage this has al­ways seemed;


Since she went more than ever, but be­fore—


I don’t mean al­to­gether by the lives


That had gone out of it, the fa­ther first,


Then the two sons, till she was left alone.


(Noth­ing could draw her af­ter those two sons.


She val­ued the con­sid­er­ate ne­glect


She had at some cost taught them af­ter years.)


I mean by the world’s hav­ing passed it by—


As we al­most got by this af­ter­noon.


It al­ways seems to me a sort of mark


To mea­sure how far fifty years have brought us.


Why not sit down if you are in no haste?


Th­ese doorsteps sel­dom have a vis­i­tor.


The warp­ing boards pull out their own old nails


With none to tread and put them in their place.


She had her own idea of things, the old lady.


And she liked talk. She had seen Gar­ri­son


And Whit­tier, and had her story of them.


One wasn’t long in learn­ing that she thought


What­ever else the Civil War was for


It wasn’t just to keep the States to­gether,


Nor just to free the slaves, though it did both.


She wouldn’t have be­lieved those ends enough


To have given out­right for them all she gave.


Her giv­ing some­how touched the prin­ci­ple


That all men are cre­ated free and equal.


And to hear her quaint phrases—so re­moved


From the world’s view to­day of all those things.


That’s a hard mys­tery of Jef­fer­son’s.


What did he mean? Of course the easy way


Is to de­cide it sim­ply isn’t true.


It may not be. I heard a fel­low say so.


But never mind, the Welsh­man got it planted


Where it will trou­ble us a thou­sand years.


Each age will have to re­con­sider it.


You couldn’t tell her what the West was say­ing,


And what the South to her serene be­lief.


She had some art of hear­ing and yet not


Hear­ing the lat­ter wis­dom of the world.


White was the only race she ever knew.


Black she had scarcely seen, and yel­low never.


But how could they be made so very un­like


By the same hand work­ing in the same stuff?


She had sup­posed the war de­cided that.


What are you go­ing to do with such a per­son?


Strange how such in­no­cence gets its own way.


I shouldn’t be sur­prised if in this world


It were the force that would at last pre­vail.


Do you know but for her there was a time


When to please younger mem­bers of the church,


Or rather say non-mem­bers in the church,


Whom we all have to think of nowa­days,


I would have changed the Creed a very lit­tle?


Not that she ever had to ask me not to;


It never got so far as that; but the bare thought


Of her old tremu­lous bon­net in the pew,


And of her half asleep was too much for me.


Why, I might wake her up and star­tle her.


It was the words ‘de­scended into Hades’


That seemed too pa­gan to our lib­eral youth.


You know they suf­fered from a gen­eral on­slaught.


And well, if they weren’t true why keep right on


Say­ing them like the hea­then? We could drop them.


Only—there was the bon­net in the pew.


Such a phrase couldn’t have meant much to her.


But sup­pose she had missed it from the Creed


As a child misses the un­said Good-night,


And falls asleep with heartache—how should I feel?


I’m just as glad she made me keep hands off,


For, dear me, why aban­don a be­lief


Merely be­cause it ceases to be true.


Cling to it long enough, and not a doubt


It will turn true again, for so it goes.


Most of the change we think we see in life


Is due to truths be­ing in and out of favour.


As I sit here, and of­ten­times, I wish


I could be monarch of a desert land


I could de­vote and ded­i­cate for­ever


To the truths we keep com­ing back and back to.


So desert it would have to be, so walled


By moun­tain ranges half in sum­mer snow,


No one would covet it or think it worth


The pains of con­quer­ing to force change on.


Scat­tered oases where men dwelt, but mostly


Sand dunes held loosely in tamarisk


Blown over and over them­selves in idle­ness.


Sand grains should sugar in the na­tal dew


The babe born to the desert, the sand storm


Re­tard mid-waste my cow­er­ing car­a­vans—



“There are bees in this wall.” He struck the clap­boards,


Fierce heads looked out; small bod­ies piv­oted.


We rose to go. Sun­set blazed on the win­dows.





Blueberries


“You ought to have seen what I saw on my way


To the vil­lage, through Morten­son’s pas­ture to­day:


Blue­ber­ries as big as the end of your thumb,


Real sky-blue, and heavy, and ready to drum


In the cav­ernous pail of the first one to come!


And all ripe to­gether, not some of them green


And some of them ripe! You ought to have seen!”



“I don’t know what part of the pas­ture you mean.”



“You know where they cut off the woods—let me see—


It was two years ago—or no!—can it be


No longer than that?—and the fol­low­ing fall


The fire ran and burned it all up but the wall.”



“Why, there hasn’t been time for the bushes to grow.


That’s al­ways the way with the blue­ber­ries, though:


There may not have been the ghost of a sign


Of them any­where un­der the shade of the pine,


But get the pine out of the way, you may burn


The pas­ture all over un­til not a fern


Or grass-blade is left, not to men­tion a stick,


And presto, they’re up all around you as thick


And hard to ex­plain as a con­juror’s trick.”



“It must be on char­coal they fat­ten their fruit.


I taste in them some­times the flavour of soot.


And af­ter all re­ally they’re ebony skinned:


The blue’s but a mist from the breath of the wind,


A tar­nish that goes at a touch of the hand,


And less than the tan with which pick­ers are tanned.”



“Does Morten­son know what he has, do you think?”



“He may and not care and so leave the chewink


To gather them for him—you know what he is.


He won’t make the fact that they’re right­fully his


An ex­cuse for keep­ing us other folk out.”



“I won­der you didn’t see Loren about.”



“The best of it was that I did. Do you know,


I was just get­ting through what the field had to show


And over the wall and into the road,


When who should come by, with a demo­crat-load


Of all the young chat­ter­ing Lorens alive,


But Loren, the fa­therly, out for a drive.”



“He saw you, then? What did he do? Did he frown?”



“He just kept nod­ding his head up and down.


You know how po­litely he al­ways goes by.


But he thought a big thought—I could tell by his eye—


Which be­ing ex­pressed, might be this in ef­fect:


‘I have left those there berries, I shrewdly sus­pect,


To ripen too long. I am greatly to blame.’ ”



“He’s a thriftier per­son than some I could name.”



“He seems to be thrifty; and hasn’t he need,


With the mouths of all those young Lorens to feed?


He has brought them all up on wild berries, they say,


Like birds. They store a great many away.


They eat them the year round, and those they don’t eat


They sell in the store and buy shoes for their feet.”



“Who cares what they say? It’s a nice way to live,


Just tak­ing what Na­ture is will­ing to give,


Not forc­ing her hand with har­row and plow.”



“I wish you had seen his per­pet­ual bow—


And the air of the young­sters! Not one of them turned,


And they looked so solemn-ab­surdly con­cerned.”



“I wish I knew half what the flock of them know


Of where all the berries and other things grow,


Cran­ber­ries in bogs and rasp­ber­ries on top


Of the boul­der-strewn moun­tain, and when they will crop.


I met them one day and each had a flower


Stuck into his berries as fresh as a shower;


Some strange kind—they told me it hadn’t a name.”



“I’ve told you how once not long af­ter we came,


I al­most pro­voked poor Loren to mirth


By go­ing to him of all peo­ple on earth


To ask if he knew any fruit to be had


For the pick­ing. The ras­cal, he said he’d be glad


To tell if he knew. But the year had been bad.


There had been some berries—but those were all gone.


He didn’t say where they had been. He went on:


‘I’m sure—I’m sure’—as po­lite as could be.


He spoke to his wife in the door, ‘Let me see,


Mame, we don’t know any good berry­ing place?’


It was all he could do to keep a straight face.



“If he thinks all the fruit that grows wild is for him,


He’ll find he’s mis­taken. See here, for a whim,


We’ll pick in the Morten­sons’ pas­ture this year.


We’ll go in the morn­ing, that is, if it’s clear,


And the sun shines out warm: the vines must be wet.


It’s so long since I picked I al­most for­get


How we used to pick berries: we took one look round,


Then sank out of sight like trolls un­der­ground,


And saw noth­ing more of each other, or heard,


Un­less when you said I was keep­ing a bird


Away from its nest, and I said it was you.


‘Well, one of us is.’ For com­plain­ing it flew


Around and around us. And then for a while


We picked, till I feared you had wan­dered a mile,


And I thought I had lost you. I lifted a shout


Too loud for the dis­tance you were, it turned out,


For when you made an­swer, your voice was as low


As talk­ing—you stood up be­side me, you know.”



“We sha’n’t have the place to our­selves to en­joy—


Not likely, when all the young Lorens de­ploy.


They’ll be there to­mor­row, or even to-night.


They won’t be too friendly—they may be po­lite—


To peo­ple they look on as hav­ing no right


To pick where they’re pick­ing. But we won’t com­plain.


You ought to have seen how it looked in the rain,


The fruit mixed with wa­ter in lay­ers of leaves,


Like two kinds of jew­els, a vi­sion for thieves.”





A Servant to Servants


I didn’t make you know how glad I was


To have you come and camp here on our land.


I promised my­self to get down some day


And see the way you lived, but I don’t know!


With a house­ful of hun­gry men to feed


I guess you’d find. … It seems to me


I can’t ex­press my feel­ings any more


Than I can raise my voice or want to lift


My hand (oh, I can lift it when I have to).


Did ever you feel so? I hope you never.


It’s got so I don’t even know for sure


Whether I am glad, sorry, or any­thing.


There’s noth­ing but a voice-like left in­side


That seems to tell me how I ought to feel,


And would feel if I wasn’t all gone wrong.


You take the lake. I look and look at it.


I see it’s a fair, pretty sheet of wa­ter.


I stand and make my­self re­peat out loud


The ad­van­tages it has, so long and nar­row,


Like a deep piece of some old run­ning river


Cut short off at both ends. It lies five miles


Straight away through the moun­tain notch


From the sink win­dow where I wash the plates,


And all our storms come up to­ward the house,


Draw­ing the slow waves whiter and whiter and whiter.


It took my mind off dough­nuts and soda bis­cuit


To step out­doors and take the wa­ter daz­zle


A sunny morn­ing, or take the ris­ing wind


About my face and body and through my wrap­per,


When a storm threat­ened from the Dragon’s Den,


And a cold chill shiv­ered across the lake.


I see it’s a fair, pretty sheet of wa­ter,


Our Wil­loughby! How did you hear of it?


I ex­pect, though, ev­ery­one’s heard of it.


In a book about ferns? Lis­ten to that!


You let things more like feath­ers reg­u­late


Your go­ing and com­ing. And you like it here?


I can see how you might. But I don’t know!


It would be dif­fer­ent if more peo­ple came,


For then there would be busi­ness. As it is,


The cot­tages Len built, some­times we rent them,


Some­times we don’t. We’ve a good piece of shore


That ought to be worth some­thing, and may yet.


But I don’t count on it as much as Len.


He looks on the bright side of ev­ery­thing,


In­clud­ing me. He thinks I’ll be all right


With doc­tor­ing. But it’s not medicine—


Lowe is the only doc­tor’s dared to say so—


It’s rest I want—there, I have said it out—


From cook­ing meals for hun­gry hired men


And wash­ing dishes af­ter them—from do­ing


Things over and over that just won’t stay done.


By good rights I ought not to have so much


Put on me, but there seems no other way.


Len says one steady pull more ought to do it.


He says the best way out is al­ways through.


And I agree to that, or in so far


As that I can see no way out but through—


Least­ways for me—and then they’ll be con­vinced.


It’s not that Len don’t want the best for me.


It was his plan our mov­ing over in


Be­side the lake from where that day I showed you


We used to live—ten miles from any­where.


We didn’t change with­out some sac­ri­fice,


But Len went at it to make up the loss.


His work’s a man’s, of course, from sun to sun,


But he works when he works as hard as I do—


Though there’s small profit in com­par­isons.


(Women and men will make them all the same.)


But work ain’t all. Len un­der­takes too much.


He’s into ev­ery­thing in town. This year


It’s high­ways, and he’s got too many men


Around him to look af­ter that make waste.


They take ad­van­tage of him shame­fully,


And proud, too, of them­selves for do­ing so.


We have four here to board, great good-for-noth­ings,


Sprawl­ing about the kitchen with their talk


While I fry their ba­con. Much they care!


No more put out in what they do or say


Than if I wasn’t in the room at all.


Com­ing and go­ing all the time, they are:


I don’t learn what their names are, let alone


Their char­ac­ters, or whether they are safe


To have in­side the house with doors un­locked.


I’m not afraid of them, though, if they’re not


Afraid of me. There’s two can play at that.


I have my fan­cies: it runs in the fam­ily.


My fa­ther’s brother wasn’t right. They kept him


Locked up for years back there at the old farm.


I’ve been away once—yes, I’ve been away.


The State Asy­lum. I was prej­u­diced;


I wouldn’t have sent any­one of mine there;


You know the old idea—the only asy­lum


Was the poor­house, and those who could af­ford,


Rather than send their folks to such a place,


Kept them at home; and it does seem more hu­man.


But it’s not so: the place is the asy­lum.


There they have ev­ery means proper to do with,


And you aren’t dark­en­ing other peo­ple’s lives—


Worse than no good to them, and they no good


To you in your con­di­tion; you can’t know


Af­fec­tion or the want of it in that state.


I’ve heard too much of the old-fash­ioned way.


My fa­ther’s brother, he went mad quite young.


Some thought he had been bit­ten by a dog,


Be­cause his vi­o­lence took on the form


Of car­ry­ing his pil­low in his teeth;


But it’s more likely he was crossed in love,


Or so the story goes. It was some girl.


Any­way all he talked about was love.


They soon saw he would do some­one a mis­chief


If he wa’n’t kept strict watch of, and it ended


In fa­ther’s build­ing him a sort of cage,


Or room within a room, of hick­ory poles,


Like stan­chions in the barn, from floor to ceil­ing—


A nar­row pas­sage all the way around.


Any­thing they put in for fur­ni­ture


He’d tear to pieces, even a bed to lie on.


So they made the place com­fort­able with straw,


Like a beast’s stall, to ease their con­sciences.


Of course they had to feed him with­out dishes.


They tried to keep him clothed, but he pa­raded


With his clothes on his arm—all of his clothes.


Cruel—it sounds. I ’spose they did the best


They knew. And just when he was at the height,


Father and mother mar­ried, and mother came,


A bride, to help take care of such a crea­ture,


And ac­com­mo­date her young life to his.


That was what mar­ry­ing fa­ther meant to her.


She had to lie and hear love things made dread­ful


By his shouts in the night. He’d shout and shout


Un­til the strength was shouted out of him,


And his voice died down slowly from ex­haus­tion.


He’d pull his bars apart like bow and bow-string,


And let them go and make them twang un­til


His hands had worn them smooth as any ox-bow.


And then he’d crow as if he thought that child’s play—


The only fun he had. I’ve heard them say, though,


They found a way to put a stop to it.


He was be­fore my time—I never saw him;


But the pen stayed ex­actly as it was


There in the up­per cham­ber in the ell,


A sort of catch-all full of at­tic clut­ter.


I of­ten think of the smooth hick­ory bars.


It got so I would say—you know, half fool­ing—


“It’s time I took my turn up­stairs in jail”—


Just as you will till it be­comes a habit.


No won­der I was glad to get away.


Mind you, I waited till Len said the word.


I didn’t want the blame if things went wrong.


I was glad though, no end, when we moved out,


And I looked to be happy, and I was,


As I said, for a while—but I don’t know!


Some­how the change wore out like a pre­scrip­tion.


And there’s more to it than just win­dow-views


And liv­ing by a lake. I’m past such help—


Un­less Len took the no­tion, which he won’t,


And I won’t ask him—it’s not sure enough.


I ’spose I’ve got to go the road I’m go­ing:


Other folks have to, and why shouldn’t I?


I al­most think if I could do like you,


Drop ev­ery­thing and live out on the ground—


But it might be, come night, I shouldn’t like it,


Or a long rain. I should soon get enough,


And be glad of a good roof over­head.


I’ve lain awake think­ing of you, I’ll war­rant,


More than you have your­self, some of these nights.


The won­der was the tents weren’t snatched away


From over you as you lay in your beds.


I haven’t courage for a risk like that.


Bless you, of course, you’re keep­ing me from work,


But the thing of it is, I need to be kept.


There’s work enough to do—there’s al­ways that;


But be­hind’s be­hind. The worst that you can do


Is set me back a lit­tle more be­hind.


I sha’n’t catch up in this world, any­way.


I’d rather you’d not go un­less you must.





After Apple-Picking


My long two-pointed lad­der’s stick­ing through a tree


Toward heaven still,


And there’s a bar­rel that I didn’t fill


Be­side it, and there may be two or three


Ap­ples I didn’t pick upon some bough.


But I am done with ap­ple-pick­ing now.


Essence of win­ter sleep is on the night,


The scent of ap­ples: I am drows­ing off.


I can­not rub the strange­ness from my sight


I got from look­ing through a pane of glass


I skimmed this morn­ing from the drink­ing trough


And held against the world of hoary grass.


It melted, and I let it fall and break.


But I was well


Upon my way to sleep be­fore it fell,


And I could tell


What form my dream­ing was about to take.


Mag­ni­fied ap­ples ap­pear and dis­ap­pear,


Stem end and blos­som end,


And ev­ery fleck of rus­set show­ing clear.


My in­step arch not only keeps the ache,


It keeps the pres­sure of a lad­der-round.


I feel the lad­der sway as the boughs bend.


And I keep hear­ing from the cel­lar bin


The rum­bling sound


Of load on load of ap­ples com­ing in.


For I have had too much


Of ap­ple-pick­ing: I am over­tired


Of the great har­vest I my­self de­sired.


There were ten thou­sand thou­sand fruit to touch,


Cher­ish in hand, lift down, and not let fall.


For all


That struck the earth,


No mat­ter if not bruised or spiked with stub­ble,


Went surely to the cider-ap­ple heap


As of no worth.


One can see what will trou­ble


This sleep of mine, what­ever sleep it is.


Were he not gone,


The wood­chuck could say whether it’s like his


Long sleep, as I de­scribe its com­ing on,


Or just some hu­man sleep.





The Code


There were three in the meadow by the brook


Gather­ing up windrows, pil­ing cocks of hay,


With an eye al­ways lifted to­ward the west


Where an ir­reg­u­lar sun-bor­dered cloud


Darkly ad­vanced with a per­pet­ual dag­ger


Flick­er­ing across its bo­som. Sud­denly


One helper, thrust­ing pitch­fork in the ground,


Marched him­self off the field and home. One stayed.


The town-bred farmer failed to un­der­stand.



“What is there wrong?”



“Some­thing you just now said.”



“What did I say?”



“About our tak­ing pains.”



“To cock the hay?—be­cause it’s go­ing to shower?


I said that more than half an hour ago.


I said it to my­self as much as you.”



“You didn’t know. But James is one big fool.


He thought you meant to find fault with his work.


That’s what the av­er­age farmer would have meant.


James would take time, of course, to chew it over


Be­fore he acted: he’s just got round to act.”



“He is a fool if that’s the way he takes me.”



“Don’t let it bother you. You’ve found out some­thing.


The hand that knows his busi­ness won’t be told


To do work bet­ter or faster—those two things.


I’m as par­tic­u­lar as any­one:


Most likely I’d have served you just the same.


But I know you don’t un­der­stand our ways.


You were just talk­ing what was in your mind,


What was in all our minds, and you weren’t hint­ing.


Tell you a story of what hap­pened once:


I was up here in Salem at a man’s


Named San­ders with a gang of four or five


Do­ing the hay­ing. No one liked the boss.


He was one of the kind sports call a spi­der,


All wiry arms and legs that spread out wavy


From a humped body nigh as big’s a bis­cuit.


But work! that man could work, es­pe­cially


If by so do­ing he could get more work


Out of his hired help. I’m not deny­ing


He was hard on him­self. I couldn’t find


That he kept any hours—not for him­self.


Day­light and lantern-light were one to him:


I’ve heard him pound­ing in the barn all night.


But what he liked was some­one to en­cour­age.


Them that he couldn’t lead he’d get be­hind


And drive, the way you can, you know, in mow­ing—


Keep at their heels and threaten to mow their legs off.


I’d seen about enough of his bulling tricks


(We call that bulling). I’d been watch­ing him.


So when he paired off with me in the hay­field


To load the load, thinks I, Look out for trou­ble.


I built the load and topped it off; old San­ders


Combed it down with a rake and says, ‘OK.’


Every­thing went well till we reached the barn


With a big catch to empty in a bay.


You un­der­stand that meant the easy job


For the man up on top of throw­ing down


The hay and rolling it off whole­sale,


Where on a mow it would have been slow lift­ing.


You wouldn’t think a fel­low’d need much urg­ing


Un­der these cir­cum­stances, would you now?


But the old fool seizes his fork in both hands,


And look­ing up be­whiskered out of the pit,


Shouts like an army cap­tain, ‘Let her come!’


Thinks I, D’ye mean it? ‘What was that you said?’


I asked out loud, so’s there’d be no mis­take,


‘Did you say, Let her come?’ ‘Yes, let her come.’


He said it over, but he said it softer.


Never you say a thing like that to a man,


Not if he val­ues what he is. God, I’d as soon


Mur­dered him as left out his mid­dle name.


I’d built the load and knew right where to find it.


Two or three fork­fuls I picked lightly round for


Like med­i­tat­ing, and then I just dug in


And dumped the rack­ful on him in ten lots.


I looked over the side once in the dust


And caught sight of him tread­ing-wa­ter-like,


Keep­ing his head above. ‘Damn ye,’ I says,


‘That gets ye!’ He squeaked like a squeezed rat.


That was the last I saw or heard of him.


I cleaned the rack and drove out to cool off.


As I sat mop­ping hay­seed from my neck,


And sort of wait­ing to be asked about it,


One of the boys sings out, ‘Where’s the old man?’


‘I left him in the barn un­der the hay.


If ye want him, ye can go and dig him out.’


They re­al­ized from the way I swobbed my neck


More than was needed some­thing must be up.


They headed for the barn; I stayed where I was.


They told me af­ter­ward. First they forked hay,


A lot of it, out into the barn floor.


Noth­ing! They lis­tened for him. Not a rus­tle.


I guess they thought I’d spiked him in the tem­ple


Be­fore I buried him, or I couldn’t have man­aged.


They ex­ca­vated more. ‘Go keep his wife


Out of the barn.’ Some­one looked in a win­dow,


And curse me if he wasn’t in the kitchen


Slumped way down in a chair, with both his feet


Stuck in the oven, the hottest day that sum­mer.


He looked so clean dis­gusted from be­hind


There was no one that dared to stir him up,


Or let him know that he was be­ing looked at.


Ap­par­ently I hadn’t buried him


(I may have knocked him down); but my just try­ing


To bury him had hurt his dig­nity.


He had gone to the house so’s not to meet me.


He kept away from us all af­ter­noon.


We tended to his hay. We saw him out


After a while pick­ing peas in his gar­den:


He couldn’t keep away from do­ing some­thing.”



“Weren’t you re­lieved to find he wasn’t dead?”



“No! and yet I don’t know—it’s hard to say.


I went about to kill him fair enough.”



“You took an awk­ward way. Did he dis­charge you?”



“Dis­charge me? No! He knew I did just right.”





The Generations of Men


A gov­er­nor it was pro­claimed this time,


When all who would come seek­ing in New Hamp­shire


Ances­tral mem­o­ries might come to­gether.


And those of the name Stark gath­ered in Bow,


A rock-strewn town where farm­ing has fallen off,


And sprout-lands flour­ish where the axe has gone.


Some­one had lit­er­ally run to earth


In an old cel­lar hole in a by-road


The ori­gin of all the fam­ily there.


Thence they were sprung, so nu­mer­ous a tribe


That now not all the houses left in town


Made shift to shel­ter them with­out the help


Of here and there a tent in grove and or­chard.


They were at Bow, but that was not enough:


Noth­ing would do but they must fix a day


To stand to­gether on the crater’s verge


That turned them on the world, and try to fathom


The past and get some strange­ness out of it.


But rain spoiled all. The day be­gan un­cer­tain,


With clouds low trail­ing and mo­ments of rain that misted.


The young folk held some hope out to each other


Till well to­ward noon when the storm set­tled down


With a swish in the grass. “What if the oth­ers


Are there,” they said. “It isn’t go­ing to rain.”


Only one from a farm not far away


Strolled thither, not ex­pect­ing he would find


Any­one else, but out of idle­ness.


One, and one other, yes, for there were two.


The sec­ond round the curv­ing hill­side road


Was a girl; and she halted some way off


To re­con­noitre, and then made up her mind


At least to pass by and see who he was,


And per­haps hear some word about the weather.


This was some Stark she didn’t know. He nod­ded.


“No fête to­day,” he said.



“It looks that way.”


She swept the heav­ens, turn­ing on her heel.


“I only idled down.”



“I idled down.”



Pro­vi­sion there had been for just such meet­ing


Of stranger cousins, in a fam­ily tree


Drawn on a sort of pass­port with the branch


Of the one bear­ing it done in de­tail—


Some zeal­ous one’s la­bo­ri­ous de­vice.


She made a sud­den move­ment to­ward her bodice,


As one who clasps her heart. They laughed to­gether.


“Stark?” he in­quired. “No mat­ter for the proof.”



“Yes, Stark. And you?”



“I’m Stark.” He drew his pass­port.



“You know we might not be and still be cousins:


The town is full of Chases, Lowes, and Bai­leys,


All claim­ing some pri­or­ity in Stark­ness.


My mother was a Lane, yet might have mar­ried


Any­one upon earth and still her chil­dren


Would have been Starks, and doubt­less here to­day.”



“You rid­dle with your ge­neal­ogy


Like a Vi­ola. I don’t fol­low you.”



“I only mean my mother was a Stark


Sev­eral times over, and by mar­ry­ing fa­ther


No more than brought us back into the name.”



“One ought not to be thrown into con­fu­sion


By a plain state­ment of re­la­tion­ship,


But I own what you say makes my head spin.


You take my card—you seem so good at such things—


And see if you can reckon our cousin­ship.


Why not take seats here on the cel­lar wall


And dan­gle feet among the rasp­berry vines?”



“Un­der the shel­ter of the fam­ily tree.”



“Just so—that ought to be enough pro­tec­tion.”



“Not from the rain. I think it’s go­ing to rain.”



“It’s rain­ing.”



“No, it’s mist­ing; let’s be fair.


Does the rain seem to you to cool the eyes?”



The sit­u­a­tion was like this: the road


Bowed out­ward on the moun­tain half-way up,


And dis­ap­peared and ended not far off.


No one went home that way. The only house


Beyond where they were was a shat­tered seed­pod.


And be­low roared a brook hid­den in trees,


The sound of which was si­lence for the place.


This he sat lis­ten­ing to till she gave judg­ment.



“On fa­ther’s side, it seems, we’re—let me see—”



“Don’t be too tech­ni­cal.—You have three cards.”



“Four cards, one yours, three mine, one for each branch


Of the Stark fam­ily I’m a mem­ber of.”



“D’you know a per­son so re­lated to her­self


Is sup­posed to be mad.”



“I may be mad.”



“You look so, sit­ting out here in the rain


Study­ing ge­neal­ogy with me


You never saw be­fore. What will we come to


With all this pride of an­ces­try, we Yan­kees?


I think we’re all mad. Tell me why we’re here


Drawn into town about this cel­lar hole


Like wild geese on a lake be­fore a storm?


What do we see in such a hole, I won­der.”



“The In­di­ans had a myth of Chi­camoz­toc,


Which means The Seven Caves that We Came out of.


This is the pit from which we Starks were digged.”



“You must be learned. That’s what you see in it?”



“And what do you see?”



“Yes, what do I see?


First let me look. I see rasp­berry vines—”



“Oh, if you’re go­ing to use your eyes, just hear


What I see. It’s a lit­tle, lit­tle boy,


As pale and dim as a match flame in the sun;


He’s grop­ing in the cel­lar af­ter jam,


He thinks it’s dark and it’s flooded with day­light.”



“He’s noth­ing. Lis­ten. When I lean like this


I can make out old Grand­sir Stark dis­tinctly—


With his pipe in his mouth and his brown jug—


Bless you, it isn’t Grand­sir Stark, it’s Granny,


But the pipe’s there and smok­ing and the jug.


She’s af­ter cider, the old girl, she’s thirsty;


Here’s hop­ing she gets her drink and gets out safely.”



“Tell me about her. Does she look like me?”



“She should, shouldn’t she, you’re so many times


Over de­scended from her. I be­lieve


She does look like you. Stay the way you are.


The nose is just the same, and so’s the chin—


Mak­ing al­lowance, mak­ing due al­lowance.”



“You poor, dear, great, great, great, great Granny!”



“See that you get her great­ness right. Don’t stint her.”



“Yes, it’s im­por­tant, though you think it isn’t.


I won’t be teased. But see how wet I am.”



“Yes, you must go; we can’t stay here for ever.


But wait un­til I give you a hand up.


A bead of sil­ver wa­ter more or less


Strung on your hair won’t hurt your sum­mer looks.


I wanted to try some­thing with the noise


That the brook raises in the empty val­ley.


We have seen vi­sions—now con­sult the voices.


Some­thing I must have learned rid­ing in trains


When I was young. I used the roar


To set the voices speak­ing out of it,


Speak­ing or singing, and the band-mu­sic play­ing.


Per­haps you have the art of what I mean.


I’ve never lis­tened in among the sounds


That a brook makes in such a wild de­scent.


It ought to give a purer or­a­cle.”



“It’s as you throw a pic­ture on a screen:


The mean­ing of it all is out of you;


The voices give you what you wish to hear.”



“Strangely, it’s any­thing they wish to give.”



“Then I don’t know. It must be strange enough.


I won­der if it’s not your make-be­lieve.


What do you think you’re like to hear to­day?”



“From the sense of our hav­ing been to­gether—


But why take time for what I’m like to hear?


I’ll tell you what the voices re­ally say.


You will do very well right where you are


A lit­tle longer. I mustn’t feel too hur­ried,


Or I can’t give my­self to hear the voices.”



“Is this some trance you are with­draw­ing into?”



“You must be very still; you mustn’t talk.”



“I’ll hardly breathe.”



“The voices seem to say—”



“I’m wait­ing.”



“Don’t! The voices seem to say:


Call her Nau­si­caa, the un­afraid


Of an ac­quain­tance made ad­ven­tur­ously.”



“I let you say that—on con­sid­er­a­tion.”



“I don’t see very well how you can help it.


You want the truth. I speak but by the voices.


You see they know I haven’t had your name,


Though what a name should mat­ter be­tween us—”



“I shall sus­pect—”



“Be good. The voices say:


Call her Nau­si­caa, and take a tim­ber


That you shall find lies in the cel­lar charred


Among the rasp­ber­ries, and hew and shape it


For a door-sill or other cor­ner piece


In a new cot­tage on the an­cient spot.


The life is not yet all gone out of it.


And come and make your sum­mer dwelling here,


And per­haps she will come, still un­afraid,


And sit be­fore you in the open door


With flow­ers in her lap un­til they fade,


But not come in across the sa­cred sill—”



“I won­der where your or­a­cle is tend­ing.


You can see that there’s some­thing wrong with it,


Or it would speak in di­alect. Whose voice


Does it pur­port to speak in? Not old Grand­sir’s


Nor Granny’s, surely. Call up one of them.


They have best right to be heard in this place.”



“You seem so par­tial to our great-grand­mother


(Nine times re­moved. Cor­rect me if I err.)


You will be likely to re­gard as sa­cred


Any­thing she may say. But let me warn you,


Folks in her day were given to plain speak­ing.


You think you’d best tempt her at such a time?”



“It rests with us al­ways to cut her off.”



“Well then, it’s Granny speak­ing: ‘I dun­now!


Mebbe I’m wrong to take it as I do.


There ain’t no names quite like the old ones though,


Nor never will be to my way of think­ing.


One mustn’t bear too hard on the new com­ers,


But there’s a dite too many of them for com­fort.


I should feel eas­ier if I could see


More of the salt where­with they’re to be salted.


Son, you do as you’re told! You take the tim­ber—


It’s as sound as the day when it was cut—


And be­gin over—’ There, she’d bet­ter stop.


You can see what is trou­bling Granny, though.


But don’t you think we some­times make too much


Of the old stock? What counts is the ideals,


And those will bear some keep­ing still about.”



“I can see we are go­ing to be good friends.”



“I like your ‘go­ing to be.’ You said just now


It’s go­ing to rain.”



“I know, and it was rain­ing.


I let you say all that. But I must go now.”



“You let me say it? on con­sid­er­a­tion?


How shall we say good-bye in such a case?”



“How shall we?”



“Will you leave the way to me?”



“No, I don’t trust your eyes. You’ve said enough.


Now give me your hand up.—Pick me that flower.”



“Where shall we meet again?”



“Nowhere but here


Once more be­fore we meet else­where.”



“In rain?”



“It ought to be in rain. Some­time in rain.


In rain to­mor­row, shall we, if it rains?


But if we must, in sun­shine.” So she went.





The Housekeeper



I let my­self in at the kitchen door.




“It’s you,” she said. “I can’t get up. For­give me


Not an­swer­ing your knock. I can no more


Let peo­ple in than I can keep them out.


I’m get­ting too old for my size, I tell them.


My fin­gers are about all I’ve the use of


So’s to take any com­fort. I can sew:


I help out with this bead­work what I can.”



“That’s a smart pair of pumps you’re bead­ing there.


Who are they for?”



“You mean?—oh, for some miss.


I can’t keep track of other peo­ple’s daugh­ters.


Lord, if I were to dream of ev­ery­one


Whose shoes I primped to dance in!”



“And where’s John?”


“Haven’t you seen him? Strange what set you off


To come to his house when he’s gone to yours.


You can’t have passed each other. I know what:


He must have changed his mind and gone to Gar­lands.


He won’t be long in that case. You can wait.


Though what good you can be, or any­one—


It’s gone so far. You’ve heard? Estelle’s run off.”



“Yes, what’s it all about? When did she go?”



“Two weeks since.”



“She’s in earnest, it ap­pears.”



“I’m sure she won’t come back. She’s hid­ing some­where.


I don’t know where my­self. John thinks I do.


He thinks I only have to say the word,


And she’ll come back. But, bless you, I’m her mother—


I can’t talk to her, and, Lord, if I could!”


“It will go hard with John. What will he do?


He can’t find any­one to take her place.”



“Oh, if you ask me that, what will he do?


He gets some sort of bakeshop meals to­gether,


With me to sit and tell him ev­ery­thing,


What’s wanted and how much and where it is.


But when I’m gone—of course I can’t stay here:


Estelle’s to take me when she’s set­tled down.


He and I only hin­der one an­other.


I tell them they can’t get me through the door, though:


I’ve been built in here like a big church or­gan.


We’ve been here fif­teen years.”



“That’s a long time


To live to­gether and then pull apart.


How do you see him liv­ing when you’re gone?


Two of you out will leave an empty house.”



“I don’t just see him liv­ing many years,


Left here with noth­ing but the fur­ni­ture.


I hate to think of the old place when we’re gone,


With the brook go­ing by be­low the yard,


And no one here but hens blow­ing about.


If he could sell the place, but then, he can’t:


No one will ever live on it again.


It’s too run down. This is the last of it.


What I think he will do, is let things smash.


He’ll sort of swear the time away. He’s aw­ful!


I never saw a man let fam­ily trou­bles


Make so much dif­fer­ence in his man’s af­fairs.


He’s just dropped ev­ery­thing. He’s like a child.


I blame his be­ing brought up by his mother.


He’s got hay down that’s been rained on three times.


He hoed a lit­tle yes­ter­day for me:


I thought the grow­ing things would do him good.


Some­thing went wrong. I saw him throw the hoe


Sky-high with both hands. I can see it now—


Come here—I’ll show you—in that ap­ple tree.


That’s no way for a man to do at his age:


He’s fifty-five, you know, if he’s a day.”



“Aren’t you afraid of him? What’s that gun for?”


“Oh, that’s been there for hawks since chicken-time.


John Hall touch me! Not if he knows his friends.


I’ll say that for him, John’s no threat­ener


Like some men folk. No one’s afraid of him;


All is, he’s made up his mind not to stand


What he has got to stand.”



“Where is Estelle?


Couldn’t one talk to her? What does she say?


You say you don’t know where she is.”



“Nor want to!


She thinks if it was bad to live with him,


It must be right to leave him.”



“Which is wrong!”



“Yes, but he should have mar­ried her.”



“I know.”



“The strain’s been too much for her all these years:


I can’t ex­plain it any other way.


It’s dif­fer­ent with a man, at least with John:


He knows he’s kinder than the run of men.


Bet­ter than mar­ried ought to be as good


As mar­ried—that’s what he has al­ways said.


I know the way he’s felt—but all the same!”



“I won­der why he doesn’t marry her


And end it.”



“Too late now: she wouldn’t have him.


He’s given her time to think of some­thing else.


That’s his mis­take. The dear knows my in­ter­est


Has been to keep the thing from break­ing up.


This is a good home: I don’t ask for bet­ter.


But when I’ve said, ‘Why shouldn’t they be mar­ried,’


He’d say, ‘Why should they?’ no more words than that.”



“And af­ter all why should they? John’s been fair


I take it. What was his was al­ways hers.


There was no quar­rel about prop­erty.”



“Rea­son enough, there was no prop­erty.


A friend or two as good as own the farm,


Such as it is. It isn’t worth the mort­gage.”



“I mean Estelle has al­ways held the purse.”



“The rights of that are harder to get at.


I guess Estelle and I have filled the purse.


’Tis we let him have money, not he us.


John’s a bad farmer. I’m not blam­ing him.


Take it year in, year out, he doesn’t make much.


We came here for a home for me, you know,


Estelle to do the house­work for the board


Of both of us. But look how it turns out:


She seems to have the house­work, and be­sides,


Half of the out­door work, though as for that,


He’d say she does it more be­cause she likes it.


You see our pretty things are all out­doors.


Our hens and cows and pigs are al­ways bet­ter


Than folks like us have any busi­ness with.


Farm­ers around twice as well off as we


Haven’t as good. They don’t go with the farm.


One thing you can’t help lik­ing about John,


He’s fond of nice things—too fond, some would say.


But Estelle don’t com­plain: she’s like him there.


She wants our hens to be the best there are.


You never saw this room be­fore a show,


Full of lank, shiv­ery, half-drowned birds


In sep­a­rate coops, hav­ing their plumage done.


The smell of the wet feath­ers in the heat!


You spoke of John’s not be­ing safe to stay with.


You don’t know what a gen­tle lot we are:


We wouldn’t hurt a hen! You ought to see us


Mov­ing a flock of hens from place to place.


We’re not al­lowed to take them up­side down,


All we can hold to­gether by the legs.


Two at a time’s the rule, one on each arm,


No mat­ter how far and how many times


We have to go.”



“You mean that’s John’s idea.”



“And we live up to it; or I don’t know


What child­ish­ness he wouldn’t give way to.


He man­ages to keep the up­per hand


On his own farm. He’s boss. But as to hens:


We fence our flow­ers in and the hens range.


Noth­ing’s too good for them. We say it pays.


John likes to tell the of­fers he has had,


Twenty for this cock, twenty-five for that.


He never takes the money. If they’re worth


That much to sell, they’re worth as much to keep.


Bless you, it’s all ex­pense, though. Reach me down


The lit­tle tin box on the cup­board shelf,


The up­per shelf, the tin box. That’s the one.


I’ll show you. Here you are.”



“What’s this?”



“A bill—


For fifty dol­lars for one Lang­shang cock—


Re­ceipted. And the cock is in the yard.”



“Not in a glass case, then?”



“He’d need a tall one:


He can eat off a bar­rel from the ground.


He’s been in a glass case, as you may say,


The Crys­tal Palace, Lon­don. He’s im­ported.


John bought him, and we paid the bill with beads—


Wam­pum, I call it. Mind, we don’t com­plain.


But you see, don’t you, we take care of him.”



“And like it, too. It makes it all the worse.”



“It seems as if. And that’s not all: he’s help­less


In ways that I can hardly tell you of.


Some­times he gets pos­sessed to keep ac­counts


To see where all the money goes so fast.


You know how men will be ridicu­lous.


But it’s just fun the way he gets be­dev­iled—


If he’s un­tidy now, what will he be—?



“It makes it all the worse. You must be blind.”



“Estelle’s the one. You needn’t talk to me.”



“Can’t you and I get to the root of it?


What’s the real trou­ble? What will sat­isfy her?”



“It’s as I say: she’s turned from him, that’s all.”



“But why, when she’s well off? Is it the neigh­bours,


Be­ing cut off from friends?”



“We have our friends.


That isn’t it. Folks aren’t afraid of us.”



“She’s let it worry her. You stood the strain,


And you’re her mother.”



“But I didn’t al­ways.


I didn’t rel­ish it along at first.


But I got wonted to it. And be­sides—


John said I was too old to have grand­chil­dren.


But what’s the use of talk­ing when it’s done?


She won’t come back—it’s worse than that—she can’t.”



“Why do you speak like that? What do you know?


What do you mean?—she’s done harm to her­self?”



“I mean she’s mar­ried—mar­ried some­one else.”



“Oho, oho!”



“You don’t be­lieve me.”



“Yes, I do,


Only too well. I knew there must be some­thing!


So that was what was back. She’s bad, that’s all!”



“Bad to get mar­ried when she had the chance?”



“Non­sense! See what’s she done! But who, who—”



“Who’d marry her straight out of such a mess?


Say it right out—no mat­ter for her mother.


The man was found. I’d bet­ter name no names.


John him­self won’t imag­ine who he is.”



“Then it’s all up. I think I’ll get away.


You’ll be ex­pect­ing John. I pity Estelle;


I sup­pose she de­serves some pity, too.


You ought to have the kitchen to your­self


To break it to him. You may have the job.”



“You needn’t think you’re go­ing to get away.


John’s al­most here. I’ve had my eye on some­one


Com­ing down Ryan’s Hill. I thought ’tis him.


Here he is now. This box! Put it away.


And this bill.”



“What’s the hurry? He’ll un­hitch.”



“No, he won’t, ei­ther. He’ll just drop the reins


And turn Doll out to pas­ture, rig and all.


She won’t get far be­fore the wheels hang up


On some­thing—there’s no harm. See, there he is!


My, but he looks as if he must have heard!”




John threw the door wide but he didn’t en­ter.



“How are you, neigh­bour? Just the man I’m af­ter.


Isn’t it Hell,” he said. “I want to know.


Come out here if you want to hear me talk.


I’ll talk to you, old woman, af­ter­ward.


I’ve got some news that maybe isn’t news.


What are they try­ing to do to me, these two?”



“Do go along with him and stop his shout­ing.”


She raised her voice against the clos­ing door:


“Who wants to hear your news, you—dread­ful fool?”





The Fear


A lantern light from deeper in the barn


Shone on a man and woman in the door


And threw their lurch­ing shad­ows on a house


Near by, all dark in ev­ery glossy win­dow.


A horse’s hoof pawed once the hol­low floor,


And the back of the gig they stood be­side


Moved in a lit­tle. The man grasped a wheel,


The woman spoke out sharply, “Whoa, stand still!”


“I saw it just as plain as a white plate,”


She said, “as the light on the dash­board ran


Along the bushes at the road­side—a man’s face.


You must have seen it too.”



“I didn’t see it.



Are you sure—”



“Yes, I’m sure!”



“—it was a face?”



“Joel, I’ll have to look. I can’t go in,


I can’t, and leave a thing like that un­set­tled.


Doors locked and cur­tains drawn will make no dif­fer­ence.


I al­ways have felt strange when we came home


To the dark house af­ter so long an ab­sence,


And the key rat­tled loudly into place


Seemed to warn some­one to be get­ting out


At one door as we en­tered at an­other.


What if I’m right, and some­one all the time—


Don’t hold my arm!”



“I say it’s some­one pass­ing.”



“You speak as if this were a trav­elled road.


You for­get where we are. What is be­yond


That he’d be go­ing to or com­ing from


At such an hour of night, and on foot too.


What was he stand­ing still for in the bushes?”



“It’s not so very late—it’s only dark.


There’s more in it than you’re in­clined to say.


Did he look like—?”



“He looked like any­one.


I’ll never rest to-night un­less I know.


Give me the lantern.”



“You don’t want the lantern.”



She pushed past him and got it for her­self.



“You’re not to come,” she said. “This is my busi­ness.


If the time’s come to face it, I’m the one


To put it the right way. He’d never dare—


Lis­ten! He kicked a stone. Hear that, hear that!


He’s com­ing to­wards us. Joel, go in—please.


Hark!—I don’t hear him now. But please go in.”



“In the first place you can’t make me be­lieve it’s—”



“It is—or some­one else he’s sent to watch.


And now’s the time to have it out with him


While we know def­i­nitely where he is.


Let him get off and he’ll be ev­ery­where


Around us, look­ing out of trees and bushes


Till I sha’n’t dare to set a foot out­doors.


And I can’t stand it. Joel, let me go!”



“But it’s non­sense to think he’d care enough.”



“You mean you couldn’t un­der­stand his car­ing.


Oh, but you see he hadn’t had enough—


Joel, I won’t—I won’t—I prom­ise you.


We mustn’t say hard things. You mustn’t ei­ther.”



“I’ll be the one, if any­body goes!


But you give him the ad­van­tage with this light.


What couldn’t he do to us stand­ing here!


And if to see was what he wanted, why


He has seen all there was to see and gone.”



He ap­peared to for­get to keep his hold,


But ad­vanced with her as she crossed the grass.



“What do you want?” she cried to all the dark.


She stretched up tall to over­look the light


That hung in both hands hot against her skirt.



“There’s no one; so you’re wrong,” he said.



“There is.—


What do you want?” she cried, and then her­self


Was star­tled when an an­swer re­ally came.



“Noth­ing.” It came from well along the road.



She reached a hand to Joel for sup­port:


The smell of scorch­ing woollen made her faint.



“What are you do­ing round this house at night?”



“Noth­ing.” A pause: there seemed no more to say.



And then the voice again: “You seem afraid.


I saw by the way you whipped up the horse.


I’ll just come for­ward in the lantern light


And let you see.”



“Yes, do.—Joel, go back!”


She stood her ground against the noisy steps


That came on, but her body rocked a lit­tle.



“You see,” the voice said.



“Oh.” She looked and looked.



“You don’t see—I’ve a child here by the hand.”



“What’s a child do­ing at this time of night—?”



“Out walk­ing. Every child should have the mem­ory


Of at least one long-af­ter-bed­time walk.


What, son?”



“Then I should think you’d try to find


Some­where to walk—”



“The high­way as it hap­pens—


We’re stop­ping for the fort­night down at Dean’s.”


“But if that’s all—Joel—you re­al­ize—


You won’t think any­thing. You un­der­stand?


You un­der­stand that we have to be care­ful.


This is a very, very lonely place.


Joel!” She spoke as if she couldn’t turn.


The swing­ing lantern length­ened to the ground,


It touched, it struck it, clat­tered and went out.





The Self-Seeker


“Wil­lis, I didn’t want you here to­day:


The lawyer’s com­ing for the com­pany.


I’m go­ing to sell my soul, or, rather, feet.


Five hun­dred dol­lars for the pair, you know.”



“With you the feet have nearly been the soul;


And if you’re go­ing to sell them to the devil,


I want to see you do it. When’s he com­ing?”



“I half sus­pect you knew, and came on pur­pose


To try to help me drive a bet­ter bar­gain.”



“Well, if it’s true! Yours are no com­mon feet.


The lawyer don’t know what it is he’s buy­ing:


So many miles you might have walked you won’t walk.


You haven’t run your forty or­chids down.


What does he think?—How are the blessed feet?


The doc­tor’s sure you’re go­ing to walk again?”



“He thinks I’ll hob­ble. It’s both legs and feet.”



“They must be ter­ri­ble—I mean to look at.”



“I haven’t dared to look at them un­cov­ered.


Through the bed blan­kets I re­mind my­self


Of a starfish laid out with rigid points.”



“The won­der is it hadn’t been your head.”



“It’s hard to tell you how I man­aged it.


When I saw the shaft had me by the coat,


I didn’t try too long to pull away,


Or fum­ble for my knife to cut away,


I just em­braced the shaft and rode it out—


Till Weiss shut off the wa­ter in the wheel-pit.


That’s how I think I didn’t lose my head.


But my legs got their knocks against the ceil­ing.”



“Aw­ful. Why didn’t they throw off the belt


In­stead of go­ing clear down in the wheel-pit?”



“They say some time was wasted on the belt—


Old streak of leather—doesn’t love me much


Be­cause I make him spit fire at my knuck­les,


The way Ben Franklin used to make the kite-string.


That must be it. Some days he won’t stay on.


That day a woman couldn’t coax him off.


He’s on his rounds now with his tail in his mouth


Snatched right and left across the sil­ver pul­leys.


Every­thing goes the same with­out me there.


You can hear the small buzz saws whine, the big saw


Cat­er­waul to the hills around the vil­lage


As they both bite the wood. It’s all our mu­sic.


One ought as a good vil­lager to like it.


No doubt it has a sort of pros­per­ous sound,


And it’s our life.”



“Yes, when it’s not our death.”



“You make that sound as if it wasn’t so


With ev­ery­thing. What we live by we die by.


I won­der where my lawyer is. His train’s in.


I want this over with; I’m hot and tired.”



“You’re get­ting ready to do some­thing fool­ish.”



“Watch for him, will you, Will? You let him in.


I’d rather Mrs. Corbin didn’t know;


I’ve boarded here so long, she thinks she owns me.


You’re bad enough to man­age with­out her.”



“And I’m go­ing to be worse in­stead of bet­ter.


You’ve got to tell me how far this is gone:


Have you agreed to any price?”



“Five hun­dred.


Five hun­dred—five—five! One, two, three, four, five.


You needn’t look at me.”



“I don’t be­lieve you.”



“I told you, Wil­lis, when you first came in.


Don’t you be hard on me. I have to take


What I can get. You see they have the feet,


Which gives them the ad­van­tage in the trade.


I can’t get back the feet in any case.”



“But your flow­ers, man, you’re sell­ing out your flow­ers.”



“Yes, that’s one way to put it—all the flow­ers


Of ev­ery kind ev­ery­where in this re­gion


For the next forty sum­mers—call it forty.


But I’m not sell­ing those, I’m giv­ing them,


They never earned me so much as one cent:


Money can’t pay me for the loss of them.


No, the five hun­dred was the sum they named


To pay the doc­tor’s bill and tide me over.


It’s that or fight, and I don’t want to fight—


I just want to get set­tled in my life,


Such as it’s go­ing to be, and know the worst,


Or best—it may not be so bad. The firm


Promise me all the shooks I want to nail.”



“But what about your flora of the val­ley?”



“You have me there. But that—you didn’t think


That was worth money to me? Still I own


It goes against me not to fin­ish it


For the friends it might bring me. By the way,


I had a let­ter from Bur­roughs—did I tell you?—


About my Cypre­pedium reginæ;


He says it’s not re­ported so far north.


There! there’s the bell. He’s rung. But you go down


And bring him up, and don’t let Mrs. Corbin.—


Oh, well, we’ll soon be through with it. I’m tired.”



Wil­lis brought up be­sides the Bos­ton lawyer


A lit­tle bare­foot girl who in the noise


Of heavy foot­steps in the old frame house,


And bari­tone im­por­tance of the lawyer,


Stood for a while un­no­ticed with her hands


Shyly be­hind her.



“Well, and how is Mis­ter—”


The lawyer was al­ready in his satchel


As if for pa­pers that might bear the name


He hadn’t at com­mand. “You must ex­cuse me,


I dropped in at the mill and was de­tained.”



“Look­ing round, I sup­pose,” said Wil­lis.



“Yes,


Well, yes.”



“Hear any­thing that might prove use­ful?”



The Bro­ken One saw Anne. “Why, here is Anne.


What do you want, dear? Come, stand by the bed;


Tell me what is it?” Anne just wagged her dress


With both hands held be­hind her. “Guess,” she said.



“Oh, guess which hand? My my! Once on a time


I knew a lovely way to tell for cer­tain


By look­ing in the ears. But I for­get it.


Er, let me see. I think I’ll take the right.


That’s sure to be right even if it’s wrong.


Come, hold it out. Don’t change.—A Ram’s Horn or­chid!


A Ram’s Horn! What would I have got, I won­der,


If I had cho­sen left. Hold out the left.


Another Ram’s Horn! Where did you find those,


Un­der what beech tree, on what wood­chuck’s knoll?”



Anne looked at the large lawyer at her side,


And thought she wouldn’t ven­ture on so much.



“Were there no oth­ers?”



“There were four or five.


I knew you wouldn’t let me pick them all.”



“I wouldn’t—so I wouldn’t. You’re the girl!


You see Anne has her les­son learned by heart.”



“I wanted there should be some there next year.”



“Of course you did. You left the rest for seed,


And for the back­woods wood­chuck. You’re the girl!


A Ram’s Horn or­chid seed­pod for a wood­chuck


Sounds some­thing like. Bet­ter than farmer’s beans


To a dis­crim­i­nat­ing ap­petite,


Though the Ram’s Horn is sel­dom to be had


In bushel lots—doesn’t come on the mar­ket.


But, Anne, I’m trou­bled; have you told me all?


You’re hid­ing some­thing. That’s as bad as ly­ing.


You ask this lawyer man. And it’s not safe


With a lawyer at hand to find you out.


Noth­ing is hid­den from some peo­ple, Anne.


You don’t tell me that where you found a Ram’s Horn


You didn’t find a Yel­low Lady’s Slip­per.


What did I tell you? What? I’d blush, I would.


Don’t you de­fend your­self. If it was there,


Where is it now, the Yel­low Lady’s Slip­per?”



“Well, wait—it’s com­mon—it’s too com­mon.”



“Com­mon?


The Pur­ple Lady’s Slip­per’s com­moner.”



“I didn’t bring a Pur­ple Lady’s Slip­per


To You—to you I mean—they’re both too com­mon.”



The lawyer gave a laugh among his pa­pers


As if with some idea that she had scored.



“I’ve bro­ken Anne of gath­er­ing bou­quets.


It’s not fair to the child. It can’t be helped though:


Pressed into ser­vice means pressed out of shape.


Some­how I’ll make it right with her—she’ll see.


She’s go­ing to do my scout­ing in the field,


Over stone walls and all along a wood


And by a river bank for wa­ter flow­ers,


The float­ing Heart, with small leaf like a heart,


And at the si­nus un­der wa­ter a fist


Of lit­tle fin­gers all kept down but one,


And that thrust up to blos­som in the sun


As if to say, ‘You! You’re the Heart’s de­sire.’


Anne has a way with flow­ers to take the place


Of that she’s lost: she goes down on one knee


And lifts their faces by the chin to hers


And says their names, and leaves them where they are.”



The lawyer wore a watch the case of which


Was cun­ningly de­vised to make a noise


Like a small pis­tol when he snapped it shut


At such a time as this. He snapped it now.



“Well, Anne, go, dearie. Our af­fair will wait.


The lawyer man is think­ing of his train.


He wants to give me lots and lots of money


Be­fore he goes, be­cause I hurt my­self,


And it may take him I don’t know how long.


But put our flow­ers in wa­ter first. Will, help her:


The pitcher’s too full for her. There’s no cup?


Just hook them on the in­side of the pitcher.


Now run.—Get out your doc­u­ments! You see


I have to keep on the good side of Anne.


I’m a great boy to think of num­ber one.


And you can’t blame me in the place I’m in.


Who will take care of my ne­ces­si­ties


Un­less I do?”



“A pretty in­ter­lude,”


The lawyer said. “I’m sorry, but my train—


Luck­ily terms are all agreed upon.


You only have to sign your name. Right—there.”



“You, Will, stop mak­ing faces. Come round here


Where you can’t make them. What is it you want?


I’ll put you out with Anne. Be good or go.”



“You don’t mean you will sign that thing un­read?”



“Make your­self use­ful then, and read it for me.


Isn’t it some­thing I have seen be­fore?”



“You’ll find it is. Let your friend look at it.”



“Yes, but all that takes time, and I’m as much


In haste to get it over with as you.


But read it, read it. That’s right, draw the cur­tain:


Half the time I don’t know what’s trou­bling me.—


What do you say, Will? Don’t you be a fool,


You! crum­pling folk­ses le­gal doc­u­ments.


Out with it if you’ve any real ob­jec­tion.”



“Five hun­dred dol­lars!”



“What would you think right?”



“A thou­sand wouldn’t be a cent too much;


You know it, Mr. Lawyer. The sin is


Ac­cept­ing any­thing be­fore he knows


Whether he’s ever go­ing to walk again.


It smells to me like a dis­hon­est trick.”



“I think—I think—from what I heard to­day—


And saw my­self—he would be ill-ad­vised—”



“What did you hear, for in­stance?” Wil­lis said.



“Now the place where the ac­ci­dent oc­curred—”



The Bro­ken One was twisted in his bed.


“This is be­tween you two ap­par­ently.


Where I come in is what I want to know.


You stand up to it like a pair of cocks.


Go out­doors if you want to fight. Spare me.


When you come back, I’ll have the pa­pers signed.


Will pen­cil do? Then, please, your foun­tain pen.


One of you hold my head up from the pil­low.”



Wil­lis flung off the bed. “I wash my hands—


I’m no match—no, and don’t pre­tend to be—”



The lawyer gravely capped his foun­tain pen.


“You’re do­ing the wise thing: you won’t re­gret it.


We’re very sorry for you.”



Wil­lis sneered:


“Who’s we?—some stock­hold­ers in Bos­ton?


I’ll go out­doors, by gad, and won’t come back.”



“Wil­lis, bring Anne back with you when you come.


Yes. Thanks for car­ing. Don’t mind Will: he’s sav­age.


He thinks you ought to pay me for my flow­ers.


You don’t know what I mean about the flow­ers.


Don’t stop to try to now. You’ll miss your train.


Good-bye.” He flung his arms around his face.





The Wood-Pile


Out walk­ing in the frozen swamp one grey day


I paused and said, “I will turn back from here.


No, I will go on far­ther—and we shall see.”


The hard snow held me, save where now and then


One foot went down. The view was all in lines


Straight up and down of tall slim trees


Too much alike to mark or name a place by


So as to say for cer­tain I was here


Or some­where else: I was just far from home.


A small bird flew be­fore me. He was care­ful


To put a tree be­tween us when he lighted,


And say no word to tell me who he was


Who was so fool­ish as to think what he thought.


He thought that I was af­ter him for a feather—


The white one in his tail; like one who takes


Every­thing said as per­sonal to him­self.


One flight out side­ways would have un­de­ceived him.


And then there was a pile of wood for which


I for­got him and let his lit­tle fear


Carry him off the way I might have gone,


Without so much as wish­ing him good-night.


He went be­hind it to make his last stand.


It was a cord of maple, cut and split


And piled—and mea­sured, four by four by eight.


And not an­other like it could I see.


No run­ner tracks in this year’s snow looped near it.


And it was older sure than this year’s cut­ting,


Or even last year’s or the year’s be­fore.


The wood was grey and the bark warp­ing off it


And the pile some­what sunken. Clema­tis


Had wound strings round and round it like a bun­dle.


What held it though on one side was a tree


Still grow­ing, and on one a stake and prop,


Th­ese lat­ter about to fall. I thought that only


Some­one who lived in turn­ing to fresh tasks


Could so for­get his hand­i­work on which


He spent him­self, the labour of his axe,


And leave it there far from a use­ful fire­place


To warm the frozen swamp as best it could


With the slow smoke­less burn­ing of de­cay.





Good Hours


I had for my win­ter evening walk—


No one at all with whom to talk,


But I had the cot­tages in a row


Up to their shin­ing eyes in snow.



And I thought I had the folk within:


I had the sound of a vi­o­lin;


I had a glimpse through cur­tain laces


Of youth­ful forms and youth­ful faces.



I had such com­pany out­ward bound.


I went till there were no cot­tages found.


I turned and re­pented, but com­ing back


I saw no win­dow but that was black.



Over the snow my creak­ing feet


Dis­turbed the slum­ber­ing vil­lage street


Like pro­fa­na­tion, by your leave,


At ten o’clock of a win­ter eve.
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