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THE FIFTH YEAR



 


When Marili woke up, she saw the snow-covered meadow. A thick cap of snow lay on the windowsill as well, and it was still snowing.

Huge flakes floated weightlessly down past the glass panes from the gray sky.

The child felt as if nothing had ever existed but snow and winter. Or was it imaginable that the mountain range of snow in the farmyard would ever melt?

It was always cold in the room in the morning. The door to her grandparents’ bedroom was closed now. Her grandfather usually pulled it quietly shut, making sure not to disturb the little girl; he got up when it was still completely dark. Sometimes Marili woke up and saw the faint glow of his candle on the wall of her room. Then she heard the old people whispering, and the groaning of the bedstead when her grandfather sat up. Later the outline of his head appeared in the chink of the door and Marili lay there holding her breath until she heard the quiet click with which the door softly closed.

Then she lay there all alone in her big bed, separated from the whole world. She heard the sounds from the bedroom as if from a great distance. Her grandfather coughed, and it was if the man in the moon was coughing. The splashing of the water in the basin put her in a peaceful, dreamlike state. The room became a safe cocoon, and she stretched herself out and listened to the little waves striking the wall of her cell.

When she woke for a second time, the daylight was already falling through the window and clearly revealed all the pieces of furniture. Now the whole room felt cold and forbidding.

Opposite the bed hung a big picture of the crucified Christ. It was painted in mud-colored oils, with a brown background of low hills; the big, naked body on the cross glowed in a pale greenish light. Marili knew that this picture, before which she prayed each evening, depicted the son of God. She had been told it was a beautiful old painting, but she still always kept her eyes lowered to her hands so that she wouldn’t have to see it.

It was one of her little secrets that she always turned her back to the picture in the evening. The God she then prayed to was old and kind, a distant, powerful relative of her grandfather.

Praying to him was not a boring chore, but the last joy of the day. He was the one, after all, who sent out the guardian angels, who made the birds sing and gave the cows the little spotted calves. He was never impatient with Marili and always had time for her.

She couldn’t understand what the point of the big, naked son of God was supposed to be, but anyhow she didn’t need him. Sometimes when she woke at night, she remembered him, and then she clearly felt his presence. He hung there somewhere in the blackness of night and filled the room: big, silent, and threatening.

She had been rude to him in the evening, she had turned her back on him, and now of course he was angry about it.

The loving God had gone to sleep ages ago and left her alone with him.

His silence paralyzed her so much that she couldn’t move. There was no point calling out to her grandmother, who knew how to help when it came to bad dreams, fevers, and stomach pains, but against this threatening God she was powerless.

“Bad people nailed him to the cross for our sins,” she had said, and to Marili’s question of what sins were, she answered, sighing: “You don’t understand that yet. When you’re bigger, you too will have sins. He hangs on the cross for all the bad things you are going to do.”

All one could do was whisper: “Don’t be angry because I turned my back on you, when I’m big and have a lot of sins I will always look at you when I say my evening prayers. But now let me go back to sleep, I’m still little.”

Sometimes he seemed to get it, and climbed back into his painting. Marili clearly sensed it, she could breathe more easily. Some nights, though, he was so insulted that he refused to be moved by her pleas; then she lay quite still and was frightened — to the extent that one can be frightened at four years old, without being able to fall asleep.

On this winter morning, like all the ones before, the room was unfriendly and cold, and Marili wished the door was still open. As always after waking she tried to capture the dream that had just fled, although nothing remained but a vague image, the sound of a word or a wonderful feeling in her chest.

The huge snowflakes still floated by the window. Marili waited. It was noisy now on the ground floor. The metal noise of the milk churns came up from the kitchen, and then she heard the clatter of Rosa’s shoes in the corridor. Then it grew still: Rosa had slipped out of her shoes and was now running up the stairs in thick woolen stockings.

Marili stuck her head under the covers; shaking with suppressed laughter, she waited to feel Rosa’s cold hand on her feet. She exclaimed quietly when the cold made its way under the covers, and drew the girl’s head down to it with both arms. That Rosa was a wonderful creature. Every morning she got up at five o’clock and always seemed to be fresh and alert. Her face under her stiffly pinned yellow braids shone with red cleanliness. She stretched out her big red hand to the child and wrapped her in a blue flannel towel.

Marili was still shivering and pressed herself closely against the girl.

“Run, Rosa, I’m cold.” And Rosa sped so impetuously down the corridor that the floorboards trembled under her feet and the little girl was shaken to the bone.

Her grandmother was waiting in the sitting room. Her worried brown face brightened a little as she kissed Marili on the cheek and began to dress her: the little warm vest, the long stockings, and the fustian dress. Nobody could do it as well as Grandmother; she arranged Marili’s fine hair with her long, careful fingers, she never tugged or pulled at it impatiently as Rosa did, it was as if the silky tangle was happy to gently unravel under her hands. She also knew how to wash the child so that tears didn’t come to her eyes and her ears didn’t burn like fire. It made you clean and fresh in a pleasant, painless way.

“So,” the old woman said, “now you can fetch Grandfather.”

Marili ran along the corridor and knocked at the study door, but even before the familiar “Come in” was uttered, she was already running to the desk and climbing on the old man’s knees.

Grandfather smelled of hair lotion, cigars, and wood, and every morning that smell reawakened Marili’s delight. He ran his hand clumsily over her head and rumpled her hair, but she stayed quite still even though she knew that Rosa would immediately pounce on her again with comb and brush. It was one of Rosa’s incomprehensible passions, and Marili had to endure it, because Grandfather often stroked the little girl’s head in passing with his big hand, which couldn’t ensure that every hair sat smoothly in the right place.

Now he set his cigar carefully down on the edge of the ashtray and asked, “So what did you dream about last night, young lady?”

“About a duck,” Marili told him right away; who knew, perhaps she really had dreamt about a duck, she was now almost sure of it herself.

“It was swimming in the fountain trough,” she went on, “and it had green and red feathers,” and after a small pause: “And just imagine, a golden bill.” So now the picture of the duck was unshakably established; what a shame that her grandfather couldn’t have seen it. “The golden bill glittered in the sun,” she went on embellishing details, and blinked her eyes at her grandfather to demonstrate the glittering.

And, as he was every morning, today the old man was deeply impressed by his granddaughter’s dreams.

“A shame,” he said, “what a shame that I couldn’t see your duck.”

“It even sang,” the emboldened girl went on, “almost like a little bird, just much more beautifully.”

Now that it was suddenly so quiet in the room Marili distinctly believed she could hear a delicate whirring sound, the last trace of duck song.

“Yes,” her grandfather confirmed, “that’s true, dream ducks always sing, particularly when they have a golden bill.” With these words he rose to his feet and was suddenly enormous. His cheeks still glowed fresh and rosy, but he was already old, you could tell by the white hair on his head and in his beard. Marili had also heard somebody say that his shoulders already slumped. Admittedly she couldn’t confirm this, but at any rate it sounded unfortunate, like a slight and troublesome illness.

Anybody could tell that her grandmother was old. She stooped when she walked, with a very bent back, and her face was as brown as leather, you couldn’t see the blood flowing beneath it. However, her hair was still bluish black and thick, and this was because as a young girl she had always brushed it with pig fat. Everyone admired that black, gleaming hair, the most vivid thing about that little old woman.

“What use are my black pigtails to me?” Grandmother would say and smile, a bit mysteriously, it seemed to the child. Grandmother was always sad, even when she smiled or laughed quietly.

“Grandmother, can’t you laugh firmly and loudly?”

“I do laugh, my child.”

“But never as loudly as Rosa. Please laugh!” Then the old woman pulled a slight face, and Marili fell awkwardly silent. She suddenly remembered that her grandmother was sad because all her children had died. That was a dark story that Rosa had once told her in the cow barn. It was better not to remind her grandmother.

Lost in thought, Marili crouched by the stove. Her grandfather had gone back into his office. A terrible darkness spread in her head.

“Grandmother,” she said suddenly, “who am I actually, if I’m not your child?”

“You’re my granddaughter,” the old woman said, smoothing her apron. “Your mother was my daughter, do you understand that?” That was something to think about for a while. The word “mother” suddenly had a new and confusing meaning.

“Tell me something about my mother,” she said slowly, and let the newly discovered word fade away on her lips without fully tasting it.

“Your mother was much better behaved than you,” Grandmother sighed, “a very gentle and sweet little girl she was, never wild and noisy. You took after your grandfather, and you also have his blue eyes.”

“Is Grandfather not well behaved?”

“You see,” the old woman smiled roguishly, “your mother never would have asked a question like that. Of course your grandfather is well behaved, but he’s a man, he’s allowed to be quite different from a little girl.” How chatty Grandmother was today! “There were also four boys,” she went on, “three of them died in the war, and little Max died of diphtheria when he was five.”

“Grandmother, what’s diphtheria?”

But Grandmother didn’t reply; she stared into the fire in the stove, and her figure on the stool looked quite tiny and shrunk.

Suddenly Marili thought she understood everything; so there was nothing to be done about Grandmother’s sadness.

“I’ll become as good as my mother,” she said uncomfortably, “and maybe you’ll cheer up a bit.”

The yellow fingers gently stroked her cheeks. “Being sad, Marili, will only stop when I die.”

“Are you looking forward to that already?”

“Of course,” the old woman said and looked slightly brighter, “but Grandfather has to die first, you know.” That was understandable; yes, Grandfather had to be looked after first, what would he be without the little old woman with whom he has long whispered conversations in bed at night?

Suddenly a wave of heat rose into Marili’s face.

“Grandmother, then what will happen to me?”

“You?” The narrow brown eyes gleamed. “You just have to wait a few years, and then you will come after us and we will all be together again.”

“How nice,” the child thought, “how nice that everything has sorted itself out so well.” Now they could stop talking about it. In any case Grandmother already seemed to have forgotten the little girl’s presence. Marili slipped out of the kitchen and ran up the stairs to the bedroom.

A picture of her mother hung there. Of course she had seen it every day, but nothing was more important for her than looking at it right away and very closely.

This mother looked very different from the mothers of the village children, almost like a schoolgirl. She also wore a big black bow in her hair. Her face seemed so incredibly good and gentle that Marili felt deeply ashamed. She went up on tiptoe to touch the picture. She was startled by the coldness of the glass and quickly drew back her hand. Turning around, she saw the lilac-colored covers on their beds and then the little statue of St. Anthony on Grandmother’s nightstand.

It was all as it had always been, but the fact that Mother was so cold to the touch changed the whole room. Marili walked slowly to the door and felt the eyes of the picture, those gentle, wide eyes, on the back of her neck. Then she pulled the door shut, she heard her heart thumping loudly, and put her hand to her chest with surprise. Something had gone wrong — it was probably best to flee to Rosa in the barn, and then everything would be okay.

Everything was peaceful here, nothing was mysterious. You couldn’t be sad all the time. That sadness had already lasted far too long. She sat on the bench and let her legs dangle. The cows stood round and clean, and among them was Rosa, herself as blossoming and shiningly groomed as one of their own.

The little girl felt a happy warmth in her body: there was no sound but the chewing of the animals and the thin sound of the streams of milk spraying into the pail. Here you could feel almost as safe as you did on Grandfather’s arm.

And snow was still falling from the sky. Kajetan, the farmhand, had dug a path from the barn to the house, and the walls of snow were so tall that Marili couldn’t even reach the top with her hands outstretched.

Rosa had to pick her up, and the view was a bit disappointing — again, nothing but snow. The big bushes by the garden fence were covered with huge caps of snow, and a branch had broken off the apple tree. Marili felt oppressed by this heavy white mass, but Rosa laughed, showing her red gums. She didn’t care if it was snowing or raining or the sun was shining. Nothing could touch her, she wore an armor of youth and health. Marili was glad when Rosa laughed, and violently wished that she could laugh just as loudly one day, and get stiff yellow hair and red cheeks like the big girl. At the same time she knew very well that she would never look like that, and that knowledge filled her with quiet regret.

“You smell of barn,” Grandmother said, and the little girl ran to wash until she smelled only of well water and honeycomb soap.

Grandfather was already sitting in his chair and winked at Marili. She rushed to his side and sipped from his wine glass.

“Children who drink wine can go stupid,” the old woman warned, but Grandfather said he had drunk wine for as long as he had been in the world, and was no more stupid than anyone else. Grandmother couldn’t help laughing at that, and her brown eyes lit up. It looked as if she wanted to say something and had thought better of it at the last moment. Grandfather chuckled into his beard, and once again the whole thing seemed to be one of those secrets that the grandparents shared, and which Marili was never able to fathom. Yes, sometimes the old people exchanged laughter and communicated with the language of their eyes. Marili felt excluded and alone. Then it was good to seek refuge with Rosa, who had no secrets, nothing that any child couldn’t understand.

Kajetan, on the other hand, was rather off-putting. Because he was almost deaf, you could talk away at him for hours without getting an answer. Rosa and Grandfather tended to shout at him till the walls shook, and even so he usually didn’t understand or misheard. Only Grandmother with her dark, calm voice could communicate with him effortlessly.

“Kajetan,” she said, “look, I’m almost out of wood.” Then the farmhand would nod and bring a few baskets full of logs behind the stove, stacking them neatly into a pile.

“Good man, Kajetan,” Grandmother would then say, praising him, and his broad gray face would twist into a happy grin. “He hears me with his heart,” Grandmother had explained to Marili, and the girl always thought of that when he came into the room. Nobody had believed that this fellow Kajetan was anything special. He was old and bald and he didn’t have a single tooth in his head; also, his coat smelled sharp and sour. But in spite of that he could hear with his heart, and it almost made Marili forget her soup.

Grandfather had to help, spoon after spoon he pushed it into her mouth, one for Hansel, one for Gretel, seven for the seven dwarfs and one for Rumpelstiltskin, even though he hadn’t actually deserved it, and last of all a spoon for the dream duck with the golden bill.

Eating was a boring matter, and without Grandfather’s help it wouldn’t have happened at all.

“She gets that from Lisl,” the old man used to say, excusing her, and Grandmother sighed and her eyes darkened. Suddenly Marili had something like a revelation. Lisl had to be her mother. Now she thought she sensed a double weariness. Filled with secret sympathy she thought of the little girl who had sat on this chair before her, and who hadn’t wanted to eat any soup either.

Later Rosa cleared the table; Grandmother shook out the tablecloth by the stove and folded it neatly together. Grandfather had sat down in the armchair by the oven, and Grandmother pushed a knitted cushion under his head. Marili climbed on top of him and rolled herself into a ball.

“Go on with the story, Grandfather.”

“Where were we? Oh yes, I remember, the rhinoceros. So, the rhinoceros ran furiously around in a circle, snorting terribly through its nose . . .”

“What was it like, Grandfather, how loud was it?” It was unbelievable how loudly Grandfather could snort, he groaned and clicked his tongue, making Grandmother flee to the kitchen in shock and pull the door shut behind her. Marili crept under his waistcoat and begged delightedly: “Again, Grandfather . . .” It was incredible, all the things he had experienced. His stories were all a bit shapeless and excessive; he told tales of battles with dragons, rhinoceroses, elks, and crocodiles, which always in the end drew the short straw, of course. He had also been through the terrible war against the termites and emerged victorious; that had been his most dangerous exploit, and he preferred by far fighting against huge salamanders or wild elephants rather than those small, bad-tempered devils.

Sometimes, if he was particularly sleepy and, as he put it, the memory of those warlike times had excited him too much, he would settle for acting out fragments from the Old Testament, and at a certain point Marili would always lose her composure and burst into sympathetic tears for the hapless giant Goliath.

Grandfather laughed and wept with his heroes, bellowed like a bull or trumpeted like the wild elephants, and Marili listened with wide eyes and thumping heart.

Today his story ended rather abruptly, so that the hero, exhausted from his rhinoceros hunt, lay down under a tree and fell asleep. “And he snored so loudly that all the leaves trembled — a bit like this: chrr chrr chrr . . .” Marili waited patiently. The trees stopped trembling, and the snoring grew quiet — Grandfather had fallen asleep, and his even breath caressed her forehead.

The hearth gave off a searing heat, but that was exactly what the old man loved. He was wearing his coat and his woolen waistcoat, and his face glowed. Marili’s head grew heavy, and swayed back and forth by Grandfather’s breathing she drifted off to sleep.

When she woke up, she saw Grandmother pacing up and down in the room, a bent little shadow in blue fustian skirts. Once she stopped and stood motionlessly looking out the window for a long time; what could be seen there apart from snow and more snow?

But Grandmother seemed to be looking at something else, she smiled so strangely that Marili climbed carefully from Grandfather’s body and ran over to her.

“Grandmother, what do you see out there?”

The old women raised her index finger. “Do you see the pear tree over at the back there? It was already old when your mother was born.”

Marili climbed on to the windowsill and pressed her hot face against the pane.

“Little Max,” Grandmother went on, “always sat on that pear tree, it was the only tree with branches growing low enough for him to reach. Every day, all summer, he came home with his trousers torn, and I had a house full of guests and never enough time for the children. He was such a cheerful little fellow, and the spitting image of Grandfather. You have blue eyes like he did, but darker, not as radiant as Maxi’s. Yes, and one day I lost patience, and I locked him in here in this room. He knelt on the windowsill, his little face pressed against the glass — and it was such a glorious afternoon.”

She sighed deeply. “You see, Marili, I still feel sorry about it. He needed the sunshine so much — because a year later he was dead. Since then, whenever I see the pear tree, I feel regret for my impatience. I’ve stitched so many torn trousers in my life, one more pair wouldn’t have made any difference.”

“Grandmother, how sore is regret?”

“Very sore, Marili, worse than a headache or a toothache, worse than any ache that you know.”

“Worse than a squashed finger?”

“Much worse.”

“So why don’t you cry loudly, Grandmother?”

“Because old people aren’t allowed to cry loudly. Now climb down from the windowsill and go and play for a bit.”

Marili would have liked to hear more about regret, there was something dark and mysterious about the word, but she knew there was no point in tormenting Grandmother. She couldn’t be forced, unlike Grandfather, who was unable to say no, and always added a little extra of his own.

“Go and play with your dolls.”

But Marili didn’t feel like playing with dolls. She crept into the kitchen and busied herself behind the stove. You could build a house with the wooden logs, a big house with a lot of rooms, an attic, and a big barn.

She twisted little sausages out of an old newspaper, they were the grandparents, Rosa, Kajetan, and Marili. But the five dead children lived in the attic. Everything was as it should be, and all the ones who belonged together were together. If Grandmother was sad all she had to do was climb the stairs and she would be able to talk to her children.

She tied a red thread around the middle of one of the rolls of paper, that was Lisl-Mother, who had to be distinguished from the others.

Marili moved her lips and murmured to her creations, she had forgotten long ago that she was sitting behind the stove, playing with wooden logs. Her hair stuck up from her temples at all kinds of angles and her ears glowed with enthusiasm.

So now what she needed to do was make a brown cow, maybe a spotted one, and a few fat little pigs and chickens.

Pluto, the big brown rough-haired pointer, came slowly out of his corner and assessed the construction, then lay down again with his muzzle on Marili’s knees, snorting with his eyes half closed.

When there was so much snow that they couldn’t go out hunting, he slept day and night in the kitchen or under Grandfather’s desk. He absorbed sleep like a sponge, and his fur, which had been rough and scruffy in the autumn, turned dense and gleaming again. His flanks grew noticeably rounder too, and Grandfather, who had woken up and was standing in the doorway, said thoughtfully, “You’re getting too fat, old man, I think you need a bit of exercise.”

He pulled on his lace-up boots and asked Rosa to help him into his overcoat. Pluto suddenly seemed to wake up and wagged his tail with such force that Marili’s paper children began to dance excitedly. The girl forgot all about her game. “Take me with you too!” she pleaded.

Grandfather looked awkwardly around. “There’s too much snow, Marili,” he tried weakly.

“But the road is very smooth,” the child quick-wittedly argued. There was no answer to that, all day the farmers drove past with their horse carts and oxcarts, carrying the wood away. Grandfather went on complaining a little, but when he finally sensed that he had no rebuttal to offer to this tiny granddaughter, he told Rosa to get the child dressed.

Grandmother called from the other room: “Be careful Marili, don’t breathe in the air through your mouth,” but by then the girl was already out the door.

The road really was very smooth from the sled runners, and Marili had to grip the old man’s hand very tightly. It was a strenuous outing, but it was still beautiful and exciting. Pluto leapt in the air with all four legs at once, and his long ears flew in the wind.

“He’s crazy as a calf,” Grandfather said, and he would have been better off not saying it, because Marili also immediately felt moved to turn into a calf. She let go of his protecting hand and ran along behind the barking dog until she slipped and fell headlong.

The two of them rolled about in the snow, and Grandfather saw nothing but a confusion of dog and child legs.

“Let’s calm down now,” he admonished and beat the snow from Marili’s coat. “And you, you old fool, could be more sensible too.” Chastened, the good dog lowered its muzzle. But Marili could not be calmed. It no longer occurred to her to draw in the air through her nose, oh no, she laughed and shouted with her mouth wide open.

“You’re high on air, you little witch,” Grandfather said, “just wait, Grandmother will be angry.”

Marili knew that Grandmother never got angry, she couldn’t even deliver a good scolding, she could only issue a warning and, if that did no good, would only look on sadly. It was unbearable; sometimes Marili came up with little lies to make her laugh. There was a secret understanding between her and her grandfather, and they were both childishly pleased when they managed to spark in the old woman’s brown eyes that roguish light that delighted them all.

“You’re a pair of great fibbers,” Grandmother observed, and since Grandfather laughed Marili thought being a great fibber was a very worthwhile goal.

It was almost dark when the three came home, and the snow had started falling again. The paraffin lamp was already lit and cast its yellow beam on the tablecloth. Rosa was sewing a shirt, and Grandmother was knitting a waistcoat for Grandfather. He got a new woolen waistcoat every year, he already had a whole drawer full of them, and it still didn’t seem to be enough.

Today it was going to be a green waistcoat with gray stripes. It was a difficult pattern, and it meant that Grandmother had to count. Sometimes she listened to Marili’s chatter, and forgot the number and had to start all over from the beginning.

“Never,” Marili thought, “I will never knit green waistcoats. I would rather be a man and talk as loudly as Grandfather, one day I’d also like to have a beard.” But those were wishes that she herself didn’t really believe would ever be fulfilled. Deep in her heart she knew for certain that she would never have a beard like Grandfather’s — never. There was no point in worrying about it.

Later Kajetan came out of the barn and brought with him that smell that always made Grandmother sigh quietly. Kajetan spent a long time washing himself in the laundry, but he still smelled very strange.

Marili was suddenly tired. Her cheeks burned from the snowy air, and something in her lips throbbed, probably her blood. She sleepily allowed Grandfather to feed her. Then when she sat under the table she looked at his big boots, standing in gray pools of water.

Everyone had to take their shoes off inside the house, only Grandfather was allowed to stomp around wherever he liked, even on the carpet in the bedroom. He was allowed to scatter cigar ash on the floor, and when you thought about it, he always brought a bit of chaos with him. And he was allowed to do all that because he was “the man in charge.”

The pools on the floor got bigger and bigger, and snow still clung to the big boots.

“Grandmother,” she murmured drowsily and climbed into her lap. She leaned her face against the old woman’s gaunt chest and went to sleep.

She woke once again when Grandmother bent over her bed with a candle and straightened the covers. How ancient her face was, yellow and brown — the eyes in which the candlelight was reflected must have already been a thousand years old. Marili wanted to lay her hand on this old face, but she was too tired. She felt her grandmother’s breath on her cheek, then the room was dark.

“Dear God,” she thought, “let no one be sad and take the regret away, definitely do that, please.”

A distant hum came from somewhere; the loving God was probably almost asleep as well.

And still huge snowflakes floated past the window.




One day a yellow rectangle lay on the kitchen floor.

Grandmother walked from the stove to the kitchen table, and the little patch trembled on her black shoe. Marili looked up from the floor and was astonished to see a glowing grid on the windowsill and a beam filled with bright yellow specks of dust.

When Grandmother stepped back again, a gold spark flashed in her eyes.

“The sun is here, Marili,” she said. “You see. You didn’t believe me when I said it would come. Do you hear the water dripping from the roof?”

A vague memory stirred in Marili; it had something to do with her bare arms and legs, but the memory refused to take shape. She followed the sunbeam with her eyes until it disappeared behind the tips of the tall fir trees, where the sky was so radiantly white that she had to close her eyes.

“Every day,” Grandmother said, “it will stay a little longer now, until it really turns into spring.”

“Are you glad, Grandmother?”

“Of course, Marili. I’ve been waiting for it every February for forty years. You know, I come from a region where there are no mountains, just gentle hills, and the sun shines there all year.”

“Don’t you like the mountains, Grandmother?”

The old woman hesitated for a moment. “No, not really, they are far too close here and it oppresses me.”

Marili tried to imagine a land where there were only hills, but the shadow of a mountain kept pushing its way between them, and in the end she gave up with a sigh. Immediately the picture filled with forests and steep meadows with a little scrap of blue sky visible above them.

And that was good too. Why should she worry about the strange flat hills? She wanted to know if all the people there had black hair and brown eyes, and whether they were all as small and bent as Grandmother, but she didn’t get around to asking because all of a sudden Pluto came charging into the kitchen and jumped up with his feet onto the old woman’s chest. He shook himself, water sprayed from his coat, and he seemed unusually pleased and adventurous.

“Off you go, hooligan!” Grandmother cried, drying the traces of his wet feet from her apron. She had come to terms with the dog’s bad behavior long ago, and accepted it as something inevitable. As always, Marili couldn’t help laughing at the big lunatic. He had lifted his head, and the little patch of sunlight fell precisely on his deer-brown forehead.

In the light his eyes were the same color as Grandmother’s eyes. Marili stroked his wet coat and whispered: “Good Pluto, beautiful Pluto.”

“Today,” Grandmother said thoughtfully, “let’s have a sun party.” There was a frisky quality to her voice: “If you wish for something, Marili, today you’ll get it.” It wasn’t something one needed to think about for long.

“Cider posset and raisins.” It was difficult to understand how happy Grandmother was about the little yellow patch of sun on the floor, but Marili felt a quiet, prickling sense of expectation in her chest at the old woman’s joy. She watched excitedly as eggs, cider, and sugar were mixed until the drink flowed over the edge of the jug in a fragrant yellow foam.

Then Grandmother fetched glasses and put a little pile of raisins on the tablecloth in front of Marili.

The child raised her hand and carefully stroked the woman’s old brown face. Grandmother set the jug down and looked at Marili. Her gaze came from a dark golden abyss, and Marili closed her eyes with shock. She felt Grandmother’s rough lips on her palm. When she dared to open her eyes again, everything was as it always was. Grandmother showed her still, dreamy face full of hidden grief, and nothing was left but the feeling of a gentle warmth in the hollow of Marili’s hand. She didn’t know if something funny or something sad had happened, and looked a bit uncertainly at Pluto, who had risen to his feet and was resting his big head on her knee. The contact was pleasant and reassuring, and the little girl remembered with relief the sweet mountain of raisins in front of her glass.

And then Kajetan came into the kitchen as well. He clattered his way to the stove, stepped out of his wooden clogs, and set them to dry on a board in front of the oven. Suddenly his eye landed on the cider jug, and he stopped with his chin jutting, an uncertain smile around his mouth, and didn’t move.

“Come on, Kajetan,” Grandmother said, taking a third glass from the cupboard. “We’re having a big party.” The farmhand sat down in the corner with a happy grin and lowered his big head over his glass. Then he clinked glasses with Grandmother and Marili. Pluto jumped up curiously at the bright sound, his front paws on the arm of the chair.

“Shame,” Marili said, “shame he doesn’t like cider.” But Grandmother had a bright idea, she’d been keeping a piece of cake somewhere, and she handed it to Pluto, who took it carefully and decorously from her hand.

Marili licked the yellow foam from her lips. Everything was exactly as it should be, even Pluto received his share, and they could calmly devote themselves to the treat. She saw Kajetan’s face and smiled at him. He thanked her with a broad grin and shoved his callused hand with its black nails across the table; but suddenly, as if aware of its ugliness, he paused and drew it slowly back. The smile faded from his face, and now he looked very simple and ordinary.

Something moved in Marili’s chest and wanted to come out. She slipped from her chair and climbed onto the bench until she could reach Kajetan’s face with her cheek.

His coat smelled of sweat and tobacco, but she ignored it, the smell was as much a part of Kajetan as his hand or his foot, and if you liked him you had to accept it.

When she moved back to her place, she felt her grandmother’s eyes on her. Embarrassed, she put a few raisins in her mouth and felt the heat rising into her ears.

Kajetan sat in his corner with a delighted expression on his gray face, and at last he cautiously ran his hand over his stubbly cheek.

“Now the woman should sing,” he said, and it was hard to understand him because he didn’t have a tooth left in his mouth.

“But Kajetan,” Grandmother said, “that’s all in the past. I can’t sing anymore, and you can’t hear me anymore.” But then she sang anyway.

“Cuckoo, cuckoo, comes the call from the forest . . .”

Kajetan stared at her lips and nodded his head with each word; Pluto looked up steadily, surprised at his mistress.

“Let us sing, dance, and jump,” the old woman sang, and Marili was suddenly aware of a long-forgotten scent, the scent of the blossoming meadow that had once, green and rustling, closed over her head. And that memory filled her with burning delight.

She saw the blue sky flashing through the clouds, and high above the forest that bright gleaming patch where the sun stayed hidden.

Grandmother had fallen silent. Her hands lay motionless on the dark table. It was so quiet in the kitchen that the water on the stove could be heard quietly hissing and bubbling.

“What’s wrong, Marili?”

“The toad,” she sobbed, “the toad was here again.”

Her grandmother shook her head and sighed.

“Where did it go, Grandmother?”

“You were dreaming, you’ll forget it.”

“When, Grandmother, when?”

“Soon, maybe tomorrow or next week, but definitely in a year.”

The images were so clear in front of Marili’s eyes. Again she saw that little hollow by the roadside and the fat lettuce leaves that she herself had pushed in, a toad’s breakfast.

The toad sits inflated in the gloom of its house and looks at the child from half-opened eyes. Its yellow throat moves up and down. Marili strokes its gray back and talks to it maternally.

“Eat now and then go to sleep for a bit.” The toad — it doesn’t answer to any particular name — lowers its head slightly and stretches out a foot. Marili is touched — what a good, obedient animal!

“Good toad!” she says tenderly, straightening up from her kneeling position. Animals should be left undisturbed to eat, they don’t like being stared at. Usually the toad then hops to the drain, where it puts together a meal for itself, a few noodles, little bits of meat and breadcrumbs, the things that collect in a drain. It’s hardly surprising that it gets so nice and fat. If it’s lucky it could live to be a hundred years old, a hundred years is a terribly long time.

Suddenly the meadow changes. The sky darkens and Marili knows the terrible truth.

The toad isn’t sitting in its hollow, it’s lying in the drain and it is dead. Rosa has cooked it up in boiling water. A choking pain rises into Marili’s throat and bursts from her mouth in shrill, pointed cries.

But then her grandmother had gently shaken her awake and held her close.

The old woman had gone back to bed a long time ago, and the room lay quiet and dark. Marili thought hard. Where was the toad now? She had seen it so clearly, after all. The pressure was still in her throat, and she sobbed quietly.

Why did the toad come to life at night and visit her in bed? And why had everything not been true when Grandmother had held her in her arms?

However much you thought about it, it was impossible to understand. Rosa had once said: “Dreams are froth,” but Marili didn’t know what “froth” was, and couldn’t bring herself to ask.

“Froth,” she said into the darkness. She knew she wouldn’t ask, she was too ashamed, the word sounded too strange and unpleasant. One day I will find out, she thought to herself. That was always how it was: all of a sudden the knowledge was there and you couldn’t imagine not having known it a minute before. As always when she thought, she grew suddenly very tired; she wanted to turn to the wall, but by then she was already asleep.

In the morning the sun shone.

The sun was always shining now, Marili couldn’t believe that it had ever rained or snowed. Now there was nothing but sun, and it filled every corner of the room with its yellow light.

Marili jumped out of bed and ran over to the window. The apple tree in the farmyard glistened, damp, gold, and green, and beyond it lay the meadow, glittering with dew.

She pushed the door handle with both hands and ran down the stairs barefoot and in her nightshirt. That was frowned upon, but was only a minor transgression, because she was never severely scolded for it. Below the open front door Pluto stood, looking at the sun, which had just risen over the roof of the summer house. His coat had a red sheen, and Marili thought that Pluto was the most beautiful dog anyone could imagine. He turned his head solemnly and gently dabbed his nose against her chest. That was his greeting; in response, Marili kissed him between the eyes, which he patiently endured.

Then Grandfather came striding over the farmyard and picked Marili up. “Again,” he said disapprovingly, “you’re running around like a naked, plucked sparrow.” But he seemed to be in a good mood; whenever the sun shone he was cheerful and liked to joke. In rainy weather he sometimes sat in his room for half the day, smoking countless cigars and doing absolutely no work. Then his blue eyes had an absent expression.

“When it rains, the Lord is thinking of the children,” Grandmother had said to Rosa, and then they both sighed. Grandmother with quiet resignation and Rosa wildly and loudly through her nose.

“Particularly Stefan,” the old woman had continued, and Rosa had agreed: “Yes, master Stefan looked like him, cheerful and young as he was . . .”

Marili had crouched by the stove and paid close attention.

“No,” Grandmother had replied, “he will think of all of them equally deeply. He never distinguished, you just can’t remember.” But Rosa wasn’t satisfied and had to explain once again how pretty and cheerful master Stefan had been. Then Grandmother smiled and said that Rosa hadn’t got any cleverer over the last few years, and the girl had bent over the stove and turned bright red — probably from the heat.

So today Grandfather wasn’t thinking about his children, not even about cheerful Stefan. The sun had driven all worries from his heart.

“Get dressed, Marili,” he said, “you can drive with me.” Grandmother had to put her work down and wash the little girl and comb her hair on the spot. Breakfast was bolted down in great gulps, and Marili coughed terribly. Whenever that happened Grandfather turned pale and red and became so agitated that he didn’t know what to do.

“But Father,” Grandmother said, “it’s only gone down the wrong way, that’s not going to choke you.”

“I can’t watch,” Grandfather said furiously, and Marili felt his hands trembling when he slapped her on the back.

In the end it was all fine. Kajetan had harnessed the horse, and Marili sat beside Grandfather, who took the reins.

Grandmother stood outside the front door for a long time, a small blue form. Even though her face could no longer be seen, Marili knew she was smiling.

The horse seemed to be cheerful too, it trotted along so merrily that Grandfather didn’t need to whip it on. The meadows were being mown. Marili smelled the sour odor of fresh grass and sniffed excitedly.

Now they were driving through the little town, and Grandfather had a story about each house. A woman had had triplets here, there the fox had caught a rooster, and in the next one a boy had fallen off the roof and broken his leg.

Later, when the village was already quite a way behind them, they passed an abandoned, uninhabited house, and Marili said that robbers must have lived there. Grandfather rocked his head back and forth and didn’t contradict her.

“Grandfather, have you ever seen a robber?”

“Not just one, a whole crowd,” the old man growled darkly.

Marili’s enthusiasm was fired. “What did they look like?” she insisted and buried her little face in his coat.

“Very different,” Grandfather explained seriously, “some of them were enormous.”

“How big?”

“Well, about three times as big as me. A few of them had teeth like wild boar and fiery red eyes.”

It was barely fathomable. Grandmother had said “hair-raising.” She didn’t like it when Grandfather told stories like that.

While Marili’s thoughts were still with the giant robbers, they pulled into the courtyard of the sawmill. The child pressed herself closely against her grandfather when they stepped into the big office.

The sawmill owner was sitting at his table and had a big glass of cider in front of him. His face was blue and red, and his bulging eyes were full of little red veins.

Rosa had once said: “The sawmill owner is an old cutthroat.” Marili couldn’t stop staring at him. She would have liked to ask him, but there was no way of predicting how he would respond to such a question.

Then the miller’s wife came into the room and brought Marili a big doughnut.

“Run outside, my child,” Grandfather said, “I have some business to discuss.” When Grandfather had business to do, things usually got boring.

There was a boy standing in the courtyard. He was bigger than Marili, and his face was covered with brown patches; he was also missing two teeth. His bare feet played in a puddle. The brown liquid swirled up between his toes every time he moved. Marili looked at him for a while, lost in thought. She would have liked to take her shoes off too, but she guessed that it would make Grandmother sad. She clearly felt her toes in their sandals longing to play in the sunlit puddle. In the end she turned away with a sigh.

“We have kittens,” the boy said suddenly, interrupting his pleasant activity. It sounded blunt and boastful, but Marili didn’t care.

“Will you show them to me, please?”

The boy thought for a while, then walked ahead toward the barn. There they lay behind a barrel full of sawdust, in a nest of old rags.

Marili stroked their warm fur and felt the little hearts beating hard against her palm.

“They’re still blind,” the boy explained and then said with a sly look: “I might drown them in the stream.” Marili crouched frozen on the floor.

“What?” she stammered, bewildered.

“They belong to me.”

Marili saw him standing like that in front of her, burly and challenging. A little wave of blood shot into her face, and a humming noise started in her ears. In a flash she leapt to her feet and threw herself at his chest, making him slip on the smooth floor and come crashing to the ground.

She immediately knelt on his chest and lashed out at him with both fists. His rage woke under her small, firm hands, and he started hitting back. Marili saw red dots in front of her eyes, and panted with rage. He had grabbed her hair and was pulling at it.

Then she sunk her teeth into his cheek and bit down hard. The boy struck out and roared.

Suddenly a crowd of people were standing there. A woman cried out and tried to separate the children.

“He wants to drown the kittens,” Marili sobbed in desperation. She heard her grandfather’s voice as if from a great distance — a powerful, saving voice.

“But he can’t, I won’t let him.” Then she lay against his chest and hid her twitching face in his waistcoat.

In the office the miller’s wife quickly stitched up the torn sleeve. While she did so the sawmill owner stared steadily over the table with his huge bulging eyes, but, not in an unfriendly way, it seemed to Marili.

At last he slid his big cider jug toward her and laughed with a snort when she took a few big gulps. She felt hot and exhausted, something in her chest was still quivering, and she had to struggle to hold back the tears. When they were sitting in the cart, Grandfather said, “You’re an awful witch, my dear.” He sounded proud, which meant that Grandfather wasn’t angry.

“I think,” Marili said and tried to make her voice sound firm, “I think it’s better if we tell Grandmother I fell over.”

“That also strikes me as the sensible option,” he agreed. Dizzy but contented, Marili leaned back. The sun had risen high in the sky, and a transparent red veil lay over the fields. Marili felt the warmth on her face and closed her eyes.

“He can’t drown them,” she thought, and reached furtively for her left ear. Thank God, it was still in its old place, yes, it stung, but it was bearable. She thought she could still feel the hard pounding of the kittens’ hearts in the palms of her hands.

The glass lay steaming in the sun, and now gave off such a strong smell that the child numbly rested her head on the old man’s knee. It was only when the tiny form of her waiting grandmother appeared that Marili sat bolt upright and violently opened her sleepy eyes. No one apart from Grandfather must know that today she, Marili, had fought and defeated a big boy all by herself.




The forest was enclosed by an undergrowth of dense hazel bushes that opened up onto little valleys in three places. That’s where the tall, hard grass grew, which was used as straw in the winter.

The first thing Marili had discovered was the secret of the middle valley. It was so hot that she felt dizzy and had to close her eyes before she got used to the shimmering of the sun above the tall blades.

Then she saw the fire lilies. It was a long time before she dared to touch the hot, fleshy petals with her fingertips. Some of the brick-red dust stuck to her hand.

She knew that flowers don’t like being touched, but she couldn’t resist the temptation to touch them at least very delicately.

Sometimes she knelt before the ramrod stems and took one of the petals between her lips, carefully and gently. All the flowers that she had touched like this felt cool and strange, but the fire lilies seemed to come to life under her breath, it was blissful and made her shiver at the same time.

Then she leapt to her feet and ran out into the kind-scented meadow. When she darted a shy backward glance through the dark gate of the forest, she saw the red chalices glowing in the sunlight, an indescribable temptation.

But she never dared to turn around after running away. She stood by the gate, saw the air trembling above the pointed blades of grass, and thought she caught a wild, hot smell. The viper lived in this valley with its children; they often lay on a white stone and darted their tongues into the clear air.

Shortly after this Marili discovered the first valley. The Turk’s cap lily grew there under a big hazel bush. It was very elegant to look at, but it didn’t engage with Marili. Thoroughly sated by its own dark, spotted beauty, the lily stood alone, immersed in itself. Huge hazel bushes grew in the valley. Sometimes a deer stood behind one of them and bolted when Marili moved. The whole valley seemed to be held in a heavy dream, and the child also felt sleepy when she lay in the moss next to the Turk’s cap. She saw the sky through the confusion of leaves, and was drowsed by the ceaseless play of light and shade.

Somewhere a sleepy fly buzzed; there were iridescent green flies here that Marili had never seen before. And hiding in the big bushes were two birds that always sang the same note — a dark, unreal cry.

Marili expected that something would happen now, and fought against the sleep that was closing her eyelids. The monotonous conversation of the two birds seeped into her dream.

When she woke up, she was disappointed to find everything just as she had left it. The Turk’s cap was dreaming to itself, and the green flies hovered silently around the bushes.

She knew that something had happened while she was sleeping, something that she would never know about.

The hypocritical birds mocked her with their indifferent chatter, and the dark, spotted flower by her side remained as stubbornly silent as before.

She was sure that the valley would change as soon as she turned her back on it. The stiff bushes would wake up, the birds would begin to sing, and the Turk’s cap would yield its secret.

Sometimes she felt so insulted about this that she crept to the meadow with tear-darkened eyes and didn’t glance back. On those days it was good to seek refuge in the third valley.

A spring had risen there and seeped into the previous year’s moss and leaves. Monkshood grew around the spring. It was friendly toward Marili and never frightened her. There was nothing mysterious or sharp about it, its glowing blue awoke a pleasant freshness.

The monkshood stood in the valley of brave thoughts and good intentions and was the best friend, sociable and penetrating all gloom with its blue light.

Marili spent whole afternoons with the monkshood. She played with the white pebbles in the spring and was happy to feel the cold water running over her hands. When she raised her eyes she saw swarms of huge, furry yellow and brown bumblebees hanging from the blue blossoms. The tall stems trembled under the weight of their round guests. Marili loved the bumblebees from the bottom of her heart, their belligerent buzz, their woolly fur, and their wings as clear as water. Sometimes she caught one of them and let it go again when the scrabbling of the little legs irresistibly made her laugh. Everything in this valley was good and cheerful and prompted friendly thoughts within her.

Sometimes when she woke at night and felt trapped in the darkness, she sought refuge in the monkshood. She wished for a forest of its tall stems around her bed, leaning over it like a blue canopy, the opulence of its blossoms. “Dear, good monkshood,” she would whisper then, and stretch out happily with the murmur of the spring in her ear.

In Marili’s dreams the three valleys grew to a giant size. Mountains of motionless hazel bushes, the face of the Turk’s cap above her own, gloomy and mysterious, the tongue-darting viper keeping guard over the gate to the middle valley and behind it the stinging chalices of the lilies that seemed to hover temptingly above the grass. And then, half-waking, flight into the cool, bumblebee-buzzing third valley, the spring water on her hands, and the waft of the petals on her cheeks.

“Courage! Courage! Courage!” the swarm of bumblebees buzzed, and the little girl smiled in her half sleep.




The happiness of the three valleys lasted all summer long, then the high forest grass was mown and dragged across the meadow on long hazel branches.

Marili was allowed to travel along, sunk in the hard, stabbing straw, she felt the cool wind around her nose and had to close her eyes. She heard Rosa laughing and the panting breath of the old farmhand. No, it really wasn’t possible to keep her eyes open when she suddenly hurtled downhill and the wind threw her breath back at her.

Later she sat, a little dizzy, on a bale of straw in the barn, pulling the thistle thorns from her arms and legs. The faint discomfort and the smell of the forest grass in her dress filled her with indeterminate grief.

So from now on she would no longer visit the three valleys. The time of free and mysterious roaming was over. Where had everything gone, and what would come after the long summer?

It was good to hold onto Rosa or throw your arm around the neck of the littlest calf and feel its rough tongue on your hands.

Best of all, though, was visiting Grandfather, who strode through the orchard and paused reflectively before each tree. As soon as he felt Marili’s hand in his, he bent very low and brushed her hair back, slightly mussing up the part in her hair. Marili saw his face very close to her, that cheerful, open face with the bright blue eyes, framed by the white beard. She didn’t think she had seen it so big and so clearly for a long time, and she felt very guilty.

“Morning,” Grandfather said, “I’m starting on the cider presses, you’ll have to help me, it’s too much for me on my own.”

It was still completely dark when Marili woke up and crept into her grandparents’ bedroom. Grandfather was lying on his back, his white beard merging with the pillows — he was breathing calmly and showed no signs of waking up.

Grandmother couldn’t be heard at all. Marili tiptoed barefoot to her bed and bent over the dark patch that must have been her face. Suddenly the old woman said quietly, “Quick, come to me, otherwise you’ll freeze out there.” Marili happily slipped under the big eiderdown.

“Grandmother, why aren’t you asleep?”

“I’m thinking of before.”

That “before” was an unapproachable force. Marili decided to say nothing and pressed herself tightly against her grandmother’s shoulder. She felt a hard bone through the flannel jacket, and smelled the faint fragrance of kitchen herbs and something very old. With the old woman’s smooth black braid twisted in her hand she went to sleep when the gentle warmth of the bed embraced her.

There was nowhere better to sleep than Grandmother’s bed. Marili saw the sun outside the window and jumped onto the floor with a little cry.

Grandfather was already standing in the fruit loft, a green apron wrapped around his powerful body, pouring a bucket of apples into the press.

“At last,” he said, “you’re there. You can shovel the apples into the basket, but take care that a wasp doesn’t sting you!”

After the lazy summer it was good to work. When Grandmother came to check in on them, there were already little pearls of sweat on Marili’s face, and the sweet smell of apple juice rushed stupefyingly toward the old woman. The wasps buzzed around the big barrels, and Grandmother was uneasy, but Marili wasn’t afraid, because she’d never yet been stung. She herself had already become a little barrel full of apple juice — her lips and hands were sticky with sugar; when she straightened up, her back hurt and she felt proud and exalted. It was really impossible to imagine how Grandfather would have coped without her help this year.

“Yes,” he said, “if I didn’t have you . . .” Grandmother said nothing, but she smiled with her big dark mouth, and her eyes gleamed roguishly.

Thank God, she didn’t seem to be thinking about “before,” and Marili didn’t need to feel helpless and gloomy about it.

But was there anything sweeter than the young cider? The dazed wasps fell over the rim of the funnels into its green-gold flood. Marili rescued lots of them and set them down with a piece of straw on the meadow, where they staggered drunkenly over the stubble. Time flew by like that, and Grandmother called them in for lunch.

Rosa was already waiting with a brush and soap, and pounced on Marili, who today allowed herself to be cleaned without resistance. Straight after the meal the child climbed onto her grandfather and, rolled up on his body, immediately fell asleep.




The snakes lived somewhere under damp stones behind the barn. Marili sometimes saw them slipping over the planks that led to the cellar, long black creatures that she didn’t dare to touch. But they weren’t dangerous at all — in fact Rosa even claimed they brought good luck to the house, and sometimes left a bit of milk in a shallow saucer behind the stable door. In the morning the saucer was empty, and even though Grandmother had her doubts, Rosa insisted that the snakes had drunk the milk and not the black cat. The snakes were shy and loved the twilight. Marili never managed to study them closely, because they slipped silently and quickly past her as they headed for their damp lairs.

Since the hedgehog had moved into the summer house, the snakes were seen less often, because they had to beware of it. The hedgehog was rough and ill-mannered and made such a noise at night that it woke Grandmother up. Marili only heard it in the evening when it tramped over the wooden floor of the summer house and rustled the vines. Once Kajetan caught it and carried it into the kitchen. Marili saw a leaf-studded ball; she reached out her hand and carefully stroked it. It felt like one of Rosa’s scouring brushes. The hedgehog didn’t move and didn’t seem to have a head. In the end Kajetan took the stubborn thing back to the summer house, and shortly afterward the sound of puffing, clicking, and trampling could be heard again.

In dreams animals could speak, and in them Marili had long conversations with the rooster, a cow, or Pluto, who accompanied her in all her dreams, and she raged against the daylight that tore her from her intimate conversations and made the animals mute again.

Then all you could do was be nice to them; friendly Pluto liked to be stroked, and the cows and calves were trusting and innocent too, but lots of animals fled as soon as Marili stretched her hand out toward them. Whenever something sad happened, an animal was the cause. A mouse was caught, Rosa brought the trap into the kitchen and held it triumphantly aloft to Grandmother. The mouse had black pinhead eyes and gray fur. Marili felt a choking sensation in her throat when she saw the little drop of blood on its pointed nose.

That drop meant death. The mouse looked as if it was laughing, you could see its thin teeth under its curled-back lips. But of course it wasn’t really laughing, dying was a sad thing, even for a mouse.

Marili was angry with Rosa, she wanted to turn away, but a mixture of horror and curiosity forced her to look spellbound at the girl’s big red hands.

“Take the mouse away,” Grandmother said quietly, putting her hand over the child’s eyes as if to extinguish something in them.

Rosa turned away disappointedly as if she’d expected praise, and her red lower lip curled defiantly downward.

The mouse, dead as it might have been, entered Marili’s dreamworld and began to lead a ghostly life. It darted across the floor and sat up and begged by Marili’s bed. The tiny droplet still hung from its snout, and the child was afraid of the little droplet, which was death, and screamed shrilly until her grandmother hugged her.

In the end the old woman assured her that animals went to heaven too, all of them without exception, lions every bit as much as ants. That idea reassured Marili, and the mouse withdrew. It would be busy gnawing a suitable hole for the winter somewhere in the white cotton-wool clouds. How consoling it was to know that all animals went to heaven. That endless series of beheaded chickens, slaughtered calves, and decrepit horses and dogs. The poor toad would be there too. Sometimes Marili clearly believed she could see the heavenly hollow in which it would now be crouching, yellow eyes closed, a grayish-brown lump with a light-colored throat moving gently up and down — for all eternity.

In the autumn, when it would suddenly turn cool in the evening, a dangerous time came for the bees. When the sun went down, an insidious cold rose up and paralyzed their wings. This gave Marili a new task. Carrying a cigar box, she ran to the meadow and to the purple blossoming autumn asters by the garden fence and put the stiffened animals into it. The next morning, when the sun fell on the windowsill, she opened the box and experienced the awakening of the bees. The first stirrings of the wings, the stretching of the legs, and the cautious exploration of the sleep-stiffened antennae. And at last she heard that faint buzzing sound that released a wave of tenderness in her breast.

The bees had now fully wakened, they raised their trembling wings and floated, still staggering slightly, out of the window — straight into the apple tree that glittered with dew and sunlight.




The air grew increasingly transparent and the sky ever darker. Then one afternoon it happened that Grandmother brought out Marili’s nicest little blue velvet dress, and she herself put on a black woolen one.

“We’re paying a visit,” she said, and smoothed her black hair with her long yellow fingers until it lay gleaming around her head.

She took the girl by the hand and together they left the house. A cool breeze wafted over the blades of grass, and the sun hung clearly in the sky. Marili trotted curiously along beside the old woman. On the hilly meadow beside the path, a low gentian grew in purple bushes. Marili plucked such a big bunch that she couldn’t reach around it with her fingers.

“So are we going to church?” she asked when she caught sight of the pointed red steeple.

“You’ll see in a minute, child.”

Marili fell silent. Now, as if pulled by an invisible force, the old woman almost started running, so that the child by her side could hardly keep up.

At last they stopped by the cemetery gate.

Grandmother dipped her fingers in the stoup and sprinkled her little companion with water. The drops ran over Marili’s forehead and temples, and she shivered when the cool wind blew over her face. Now she understood that it wasn’t going to be a visit with pastries and milky coffee, and she was filled with faint regret.

Meanwhile Grandmother strode among the graves, and the tall, dark cemetery grass rustled against her dress. At last she stopped by a grave near the wall and rested her hand on the child’s shoulder.

“This,” she said, “is where they lie, Hans and Franz and your mother. We don’t know anything about Stefan and your father, they’re somewhere in Russia.”

Marili saw the big cast-iron cross and behind it a tree so green that it looked almost black.

“That’s a cypress tree,” Grandmother said as she bent over the mount and pulled up some weeds.

“Cypress,” Marili thought, confused. She raised her hand and touched the strange branches, which gave off a delicate, sharp fragrance that she didn’t know. “I hope,” she thought, “it’s a good tree.” It looked very serious and distant, but not unfriendly. She suddenly remembered the faces of her uncles that she knew from pictures, their narrow eyes and big, serious mouths. They had been twins, and had looked like Grandmother. So now they lay here in the ground with Lisl-Mother. She tried to imagine her cheerful, gentle face with its wide-open eyes, but it didn’t work. That face belonged in a gilded frame under reflecting glass, not under the cypress tree.

Grandmother was now sitting on the stones that enclosed the grave, looking down at her hands. Marili hesitantly set the bunch of gentians under the cross — she would have preferred to take the flowers with their silken gleam home. “Now you have to pray for the dead,” Grandmother said. “O Lord, grant them eternal rest and may the eternal light guide them.” Marili repeated the words. It was very solemn, and she followed behind Grandmother on tiptoe, so as not to disturb anybody, through the rustling cemetery grass.

At the other end of the cemetery the old woman stopped by a tiny mound on which a white stone angel knelt, its cheek nestling in its hand as if in sleep. “Here,” Grandmother said, “lies little Max.” She held a few gentian blossoms that she had taken from the big grave and laid them at the angel’s feet. Marili would have liked to know why little Max wasn’t allowed to lie with his big brothers, but she didn’t dare ask, because Grandmother was kneeling in the grass and looking away from her, straight at the cemetery wall where there was nothing at all to see. Marili felt worried and abandoned. She grasped that Grandmother had gone away from her, to be with the little child that had, as she knew, blue eyes and dimples. She, Marili, had no dimples, her cheeks were round and smooth, and that suddenly seemed to be a terrible shortcoming.

She stood uncertainly for a while by the little mound and then, when the old woman showed no sign of coming back to her, she walked slowly over to a big grave on which a huge weeping willow stood. She slipped beneath the hanging branches and squatted down tightly. There was suddenly a terrible emptiness in her head. She couldn’t think anymore. Everything was so far away, her grandparents, Rosa, and Kajetan, they had all hidden behind a big, heavy door. She absentmindedly took a willow twig between her teeth and bit down on it. Bitterness filled her mouth and penetrated her little body. She saw the dark-blue sky between silvery willow leaves and started crying loudly and desperately.

When her grandmother was standing in front of her, Marili had nothing to lament but the bitterness of the willow bark. The old women stroked her cheek reassuringly. “And who would eat willow bark?” she said. “There is nothing more bitter than that.”

Marili got to her feet. The back of her dress was damp — she was shivering. Her cheeks stung from the October wind and her sudden tears. On the way home she pressed herself tightly against the old woman and felt cheered by the way that the wind wrapped her in the folds of the long black dress.




The end of the month brought cold days. It was only toward midday that the fog began to clear and the woods and meadows, a different color now, shimmered yellow and red through the milky veils.

Now Marili tended to sleep in later than she did in summer. Rosa had become quieter too. She had worked hard through the whole of the summer, and her arms and legs were brown and looked as if they were made of wood. Her palms had tough calluses on which Marili’s fine hair got caught like a silken web when it was being combed.

Grandfather often spent half the day in the forest, probably having new adventures and collecting new material for the long winter afternoons. Sometimes Marili was allowed to go with him to the timber stockyard, where there were countless anthills made of pine and larch needles. In the midday sun they gave off a sharp smell that stung and burnt your nose. Grandfather showed her the different species, the huge wood ants, the bad-tempered red ants, and the harmless black ants, and those tiny yellow creatures that never managed to build anthills because they got chased and eaten by all the others. They really looked very fragile, with their threadlike little legs, and Marili felt sorry for their weakness, but deep down she loved the big ones that Grandfather called “wood bears” the most of all.

The stacked-up larch trunks sweated out a light-colored resin, and Marili couldn’t resist the temptation to touch the glittering golden droplets.

But as if through some evil magic, in her hands they turned into a stubborn, sticky grayish-yellow mass that you couldn’t get off your fingers.

Sometimes she crouched for a long time by one of the tall woodpiles and gazed hungrily at the enchanted trickles. Once she took a piece of one between her teeth and bit down on it. It had a strong taste, like medicine, but unfortunately she couldn’t get it out of her mouth and had to scratch it off her teeth with her fingernails.

She kept the taste in her mouth all day, and felt happy and excited all day, as if she was on the brink of discovering a secret.

And meanwhile Grandfather walked back and forth among the woodpiles, and Marili heard him talking to the workers in a loud, resounding voice. It was only the tone of his voice that she wanted to hear; it wasn’t at all important for her to know what he was saying to those men, who smelled so strongly of pitch, sweat, and tobacco. The conversations usually ended with Grandfather suddenly putting Marili on his shoulders and carrying her home. The world seemed very strange and altered when seen from such a height. The treetops were very close, they stretched out their branches and pulled at Marili’s hair or prodded her gently in the cheeks. When she threw her head back, she saw only the blue sky with slowly drifting white clouds. She was a little frightened, but she stayed in her uncomfortable position until her eyes blurred with tears.

It wasn’t yet the right time to go to sleep with Grandfather in the afternoon. The mild sun enticed her from the quiet room.

The stream had never been as friendly as it was during those days: small and clear, it flowed over the green, moss-covered pebbles. Marili loved its gentle murmur; she sat on a rock, in a sea of huge lettuce leaves, and threw little pebbles into the pool. The water lay quiet and mysterious there, and you couldn’t see the bottom. That dark water hole swallowed the white stones like the velvet mouth of a big black cow. Sometimes she heard the dull plop as they landed, but usually the stones sank without a sound.

It was a charming game, feeding the big water cow, and Marili often continued it in her sleep. But there was always something weird about the dream. It was then that she suddenly knew: the water was getting angry now. But again and again she had to throw another little stone until the terrible thing happened, the smooth surface began to part and threatening, gurgling sounds emerged from the greenish hole, making the child cry out in fear.

That dream was never dreamt to its conclusion, because it always ended with the glow of Grandmother’s candle, and the consoling light in her brown eyes. The yellow fingers of her old hands had power over all bad dreams, they smoothed the pillows, turned the hot comforter, and the light of the yellow candle seeped into the new sleep.

Sometimes a quiet shudder from that dream touched the child, when she was sitting for hours among the big lettuce leaves, weighing smooth pebbles in her hand.

Everything seemed so peaceful and open.

The elderflower bush nodded over the stream; its shadow played on the almost motionless surface of the water, and there was no sound but the constant chatter of the little waves.

Otherwise during those hours it was very still.

The birds seemed to have dozed off in the yellow trees, and sometimes a leaf dropped silently and landed on the water.

And yet it all felt slightly eerie.

The open space behind her made Marili feel uneasy, and was it not strange that from time to time a big white bubble rose up from the pond and, sighing softly, burst?

A slight numbness rose from the water. Making a great effort, Marili straightened up and walked across the meadow with her back to the water; she was unable to see what was happening there, because it was quite clear to her that something was going on.

In those late autumn afternoons, everything seemed to be hiding from Marili. Where had the glittering snakes and lizards gone, where were the familiar twittering in the trees and the swaying flood of grass that had reached above her shoulders? All the living creatures seemed suddenly to have succumbed to fearful shyness, and darted mute as shadows through the stubble fields.

Perhaps it might help if she sought out Rosa, who was grazing the cows. She was sitting on a tree trunk, knitting a gray woolen stocking that seemed to grow endlessly. The second stocking lay on the ground behind her, and she picked it up from time to time and moved her lips slowly as she counted. The wool got stuck on her cracked fingers, which annoyed her so much that she turned down the corners of her mouth like a petulant child.

The cows stood or lay around her, moving their crushing jaws. The meadow had been almost entirely grazed, leaving only yellowish, ragged clumps of grass standing here and there, with scattered autumn crocuses in their shade.

Marili desperately wished that Rosa would awaken from her state of absorption with knitting, but she sat as if behind an ill-tempered wall, counting the gray stitches on her needles. So the child had no option but to stroke the cows on their backs and pat their flanks. The warmth of their big bodies comforted her somewhat, and when one of the animals gratefully licked her hand, she felt almost happy. She had found enough comfort to be able to bear the loneliness of the big meadow again and set off in that direction invigorated.

As she climbed the steep slope she felt warm, the evening sun was on her back, and she had to hold onto the stems of the big blades of grass to keep from sliding down. At last she sat in a little dip under a birch tree and saw the whole valley lying in front of her; the glittering thread of the stream, and on either side of it the houses and cottages from which silvery smoke rose into the fading sky. She also saw Grandfather’s house lying at her feet; a column of smoke rose from it too, Grandmother was probably standing by the stove stirring the soup.

Then the cows stepped slowly and solemnly over the threshold of the barn. The big white one stumbled, because she was old already, and her hoofs were so long and horny that they could no longer be cut. Last of all came Rosa, who closed the barn door behind her. Marili wanted to know if the corners of her mouth were still turned down in that pouty way.

Rosa had a strange way of crying. She opened her mouth wide. Tears sprang from her eyes in torrents, and her wails and sobs were endless. Marili held her breath at the sight of that face, because it was no longer Rosa who was howling like that, but a strange big animal that could only be calmed by Grandmother stroking it and clapping it on the back.

Suddenly the child froze midthought. Not far from her feet sat a mouse, staring at her with black, shining eyes.

She had never seen such a fat little mouse; it seemed to be particularly likable, its nose wasn’t pointed, but rounded and somewhat surprised.

Suddenly Marili’s heart started thumping loudly, and she was afraid that the little creature’s mousy heart might take fright and run from the sound. She tried to hold her breath, but it only got worse; a wild hammering made her whole body tremble to the tips of her toes.

The mouse gave a little jump, somersaulted, and rolled down the steep slope.

Marili exploded with loud laughter, but the forest threw her laughter mockingly back and abruptly silenced her.

The evening wind carried the smell of smoke and damp earth with it, and Marili shivered. A bit stiff from sitting, she climbed down through the meadow. The mouse had probably found a way into its hole already, and there was no need to worry.




A few weeks later it started raining.

The time of woolen stockings and knitted vests had come. The rain had rattled on the roof all night, but Marili had slept soundly and deeply.

Now she sat on the stairs and felt uneasy. The woolen stockings scratched her legs, and the warm dress was tight around her shoulders. She stared through the window in the hall into the courtyard, where the raindrops made little circles in the spring trough.

The mountain stood outside the window, gray and covered with fog.

Now winter would come, winter wasn’t bad, but it would be hard while it lasted. The whole house smelled of damp wall, and all the stoves smoked.

She couldn’t even flee to Grandfather, he sat in his room staring at the surface of his big writing desk, even though there was nothing to see there, his blue eyes had lost all their force and looked gloomy and blurred. Marili knew that he was thinking about “the old days,” so he mustn’t be disturbed. Rosa and Kajetan busied themselves in the hayloft, and Grandmother struggled with the smoking stoves and was so worried that she looked smaller and more bent than ever before.

In the end, Marili went up to the attic, where there was a big bag of dried plums, damsons, and pears. She nibbled away at them; they tasted sour and slightly stale. Huge gray papery wasps’ nests hung from the sloping walls. Marili started rummaging in the old crates and boxes. Broken crockery appeared, a Black Forest cuckoo clock, and a white porcelain cake basket painted with pink blossoms. She wiped the dust and cobwebs from the delicate object with her handkerchief, and ran her hand time and time again over the decorative grid on the bottom of the basket. Even though there was a long, thin crack running across it, the clock still looked precious, and she was gripped with quivering delight at the sight of the rose-colored petals on the white glaze. She pressed her cheek to it and felt the cold porcelain against her warm hand with a hint of disappointment. Grandfather had talked to her so often about hidden treasures, and now she knew at last what it was like to have found one.

A strange voice pulled her from her daydream. She poked her head through the window hatch and saw a man standing outside the front door, accepting a sandwich from her grandmother. Rain dripped from his gray hair and down over his big dark face. She was startled by the haste with which he grabbed the bread — he must have been very hungry, hungrier than she could ever imagine.

Without a word of thanks, he turned away and walked into the pelting rain. His coat looked like a torn sack — overall the man looked like a scarecrow with his drooping shoulders and big, shapeless shoes.

Suddenly Marili felt a violent desire to see his face clearly and from up close. She slipped from the crate, crept down the stairs, and silently lowered the back door handle. Then she was standing in the rain. It came down on her in great lashing drops and drenched her to the skin. But she paid no attention to the rain and ran quickly toward the road where, under gray torrents of rain, she saw the dark figure of the beggar.

In the road the water ran in a little gushing stream. Marili had no time to avoid it, and stepped into the middle of it. The man seemed to be speeding up and she tried to run, but the path was slippery and she was afraid of falling over and losing track of him. The big house had now disappeared behind the bend, and the beggar had turned into the long avenue of fruit trees leading to the village. Marili was panting with exertion, she was running now, abandoning all caution, and she caught up with him at the end of the avenue.

Then the man stopped, bent over her, and said something that in her excitement she couldn’t understand. She had never seen a face like that; his mouth was like a big wound, full of bloody clefts and crevices, and pulled down low at the corners. She was overwhelmed at the sight. She wanted to flee, but at the same time she felt pulled by a powerful whirlpool, straight into that big, ugly mouth that hung over her like a dark menace.

She suddenly realized that she was still holding the porcelain basket pressed to her chest. Conspiratorially, she held the delicate object out into the big face, as if expecting a miraculous transformation at the sight of it.

The man laughed coarsely, grabbed the object, turned it around in his hands, and threw it at the nearest stone. Then he tramped on through the gray rainy day.

The girl stood there as if paralyzed, watching the white shards sinking slowly into the softened soil.

At last she turned away and walked back. Even though her eyes were open wide, she bumped into a tree and fell into the wet meadow. The way back seemed endless, and Marili didn’t know exactly where it led, since everything seemed to be happening in a dream. She let Grandmother’s frightened questions flow over her, and didn’t understand what she was talking about. It was only when she was sitting at her plate beside Grandfather that she suddenly dropped her spoon and began to cry, her little fists pressed firmly into her eyes.

“She’s ill,” she heard the old woman’s voice, then she crept into a dark corner and that was the last thing she knew.




When Marili opened her eyes she saw her grandmother sitting by her bed and knitting. A delicate red veil lay over the whole room, and she couldn’t see anything clearly. The bed wasn’t standing still either, but seemed to be constantly shifting. She tried to wave the red mist away from her eyes, but it was too great a journey from the bedcover to her face. Then it grew dark again and she fell into a deep hole.

Later a large gentleman was standing next to the bed and talking to her grandparents, who seemed very sad. But Marili didn’t have time to pay attention to that, she had lost something important and needed to look for it. Faces came up to her and dissolved as soon as they were close, wide-open mouths, red, blue, and yellow eyes. Again and again there were faces, avoiding them made you so tired and dizzy, and yet she was in such a hurry and still had so far to go.

Sometimes Grandmother was standing there, holding a glass to her lips. Marili gulped thirstily and went on swimming against the stream of threatening faces.

Suddenly they turned into wood ants marching along the road. The monotonous tread of all those feet in uniformly big shoes tormented her so much that she desperately began to sob.

She climbed over hills and meadows, and everything was mean to her. The trees stood out huge and menacing against the sky and blocked her path. But that was only because she had lost that important, precious thing. And she was already so tired, her head was wobbling as if on a thin stem, she was terrified of losing it.

“Let me rest,” she begged, but the hostile silence of the trees impelled her onward. The loving God lived somewhere, but he didn’t want to help either, and a wild feeling of defiance fell upon her.

“And I can’t go on,” she said out loud, “I want to come home now,” and she fell with her face against the meadow and closed her eyes. But then all of a sudden it was no longer the meadow, but her white bed, and Grandmother was standing bent over her, looking down at her with a tense expression. It was very hot in the room, and she felt something warm running over her chest. Grandfather poked his head through the crack of the door and looked down at her bed. The old woman smiled and said, “She’s drenched in sweat.”

And then she fetched a fresh nightshirt and changed Marili into it.

It was a bright, quiet morning, a white cloud with pink stripes stood outside the window, growing until it soon covered the whole of the sky.

And then it started snowing.

“You made us very worried,” Grandfather said, “but now everything is fine again.”

Marili looked at her hands, which lay strangely yellow and tiny on the blanket. They were dull and so thin that you could see every little bone, but they were still her own hands, with which she had stroked lizards and frogs, and which had been so happy to burrow in the damp earth.

Now her nails were clean and transparent, everything was a bit strange and different.

The naked son of God looked down on her from his painting. He wasn’t angry today, just sad. He still seemed to be waiting for something. Marili felt oppressed and helplessly turned her head to the side.

It was only at the sight of the two old faces by her bed that a gentle warmth began to drip from her heart and seep through her whole body to her fingers and the tips of her toes. Her eyes wandered from one to the other and came to rest on the white cloudy sky. And all of a sudden she felt as if she had always been looking for that white sky with the pink stripes. She was entirely filled with frail delight, she stretched her thin arms toward the window and laughed quietly and happily.

Grandfather wiped his nose and quickly left the room. The smell of his dressing gown lingered in the room for a while and the little girl went to sleep, smiling.

Grandmother sat there a little longer, then got to her feet and walked over to the window.

The big flakes came down silently and lay on the windowsill; a tender white veil through which the gray of the stone could still be seen, but soon that gray too would be hidden. Tomorrow it would snow again, and all through the whole long winter.
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