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Until he was almost ten the name stuck to him. He
had literally to fight his way free of it. From So Big (of fond and
infantile derivation) it had been condensed into Sobig. And Sobig
DeJong, in all its consonantal disharmony, he had remained until he
was a ten-year-old schoolboy in that incredibly Dutch district
southwest of Chicago known first as New Holland and later as High
Prairie. At ten, by dint of fists, teeth, copper-toed boots, and
temper, he earned the right to be called by his real name, Dirk
DeJong. Now and then, of course, the nickname bobbed up and had to
be subdued in a brief and bitter skirmish. His mother, with whom
the name had originated, was the worst offender. When she lapsed he
did not, naturally, use schoolyard tactics on her. But he sulked
and glowered portentously and refused to answer, though her tone,
when she called him So Big, would have melted the heart of any but
that natural savage, a boy of ten.

        
The nickname had sprung from the early and
idiotic question invariably put to babies and answered by them,
with infinite patience, through the years of their infancy.

        
Selina DeJong, darting expertly about her
kitchen, from washtub to baking board, from stove to table, or, if
at work in the fields of the truck farm, straightening the numbed
back for a moment’s respite from the close-set rows of carrots,
turnips, spinach, or beets over which she was labouring, would wipe
the sweat beads from nose and forehead with a quick duck of her
head in the crook of her bent arm. Those great fine dark eyes of
hers would regard the child perched impermanently on a little heap
of empty potato sacks, one of which comprised his costume. He was
constantly detaching himself from the parent sack heap to dig and
burrow in the rich warm black loam of the truck garden. Selina
DeJong had little time for the expression of affection. The work
was always hot at her heels. You saw a young woman in a blue calico
dress, faded and earth-grimed. Between her eyes was a driven look
as of one who walks always a little ahead of herself in her haste.
Her dark abundant hair was skewered into a utilitarian knob from
which soft loops and strands were constantly escaping, to be pushed
back by that same harried ducking gesture of head and bent arm. Her
hands, for such use, were usually too crusted and inground with the
soil into which she was delving. You saw a child of perhaps two
years, dirt-streaked, sunburned, and generally otherwise defaced by
those bumps, bites, scratches, and contusions that are the common
lot of the farm child of a mother harried by work. Yet, in that
moment, as the woman looked at the child there in the warm moist
spring of the Illinois prairie land, or in the cluttered kitchen of
the farmhouse, there quivered and vibrated between them and all
about them an aura, a glow, that imparted to them and their
surroundings a mystery, a beauty, a radiance.

        
“How big is baby?” Selina would demand,
senselessly. “How big is my man?”

        
The child would momentarily cease to poke plump
fingers into the rich black loam. He would smile a gummy though
slightly weary smile and stretch wide his arms. She, too, would
open her tired arms wide, wide. Then they would say in a duet, his
mouth a puckered pink petal, hers quivering with tenderness and a
certain amusement, “
So-o-o-o big!” with the voice soaring on
the prolonged vowel and dropping suddenly with the second word.
Part of the game. The child became so habituated to this question
that sometimes, if Selina happened to glance round at him suddenly
in the midst of her task, he would take his cue without the
familiar question being put and would squeal his “
So-o-o-o big!” rather absently, in dutiful
solo. Then he would throw back his head and laugh a triumphant
laugh, his open mouth a coral orifice. She would run to him, and
swoop down upon him, and bury her flushed face in the warm moist
creases of his neck, and make as though to devour him. “So
big!”

        
But of course he wasn’t. He wasn’t as big as
that. In fact, he never became as big as the wide-stretched arms of
her love and imagination would have had him. You would have thought
she should have been satisfied when, in later years, he was the
Dirk DeJong whose name you saw (engraved) at the top of heavy cream
linen paper, so rich and thick and stiff as to have the effect of
being starched and ironed by some costly American business process;
whose clothes were made by Peter Peel, the English tailor; whose
roadster ran on a French chassis; whose cabinet held mellow Italian
vermouth and Spanish sherry; whose wants were served by a Japanese
houseman; whose life, in short, was that of the successful citizen
of the Republic. But she wasn’t. Not only was she dissatisfied: she
was at once remorseful and indignant, as though she, Selina DeJong,
the vegetable pedler, had been partly to blame for this success of
his, and partly cheated by it.

        
When Selina DeJong had been Selina Peake she had
lived in Chicago with her father. They had lived in many other
cities as well. In Denver during the rampant ’80s. In New York when
Selina was twelve. In Milwaukee briefly. There was even a San
Francisco interlude which was always a little sketchy in Selina’s
mind and which had ended in a departure so hurried as to bewilder
even Selina who had learned to accept sudden comings and abrupt
goings without question. “Business,” her father always said.
“Little deal.” She never knew until the day of his death how
literally the word deal was applicable to his business
transactions. Simeon Peake, travelling the country with his little
daughter, was a gambler by profession, temperament, and natural
talents. When in luck they lived royally, stopping at the best
hotels, eating strange, succulent sea-viands, going to the play,
driving in hired rigs (always with two horses. If Simeon Peake had
not enough money for a two-horse equipage he walked). When fortune
hid her face they lived in boarding houses, ate boarding-house
meals, wore the clothes bought when Fortune’s breath was balmy.
During all this time Selina attended schools, good, bad, private,
public, with surprising regularity considering her nomadic
existence. Deep-bosomed matrons, seeing this dark-eyed serious
child seated alone in a hotel lobby or boarding-house parlour,
would bend over her in solicitous questioning.

        
“Where is your mamma, little girl?”

        
“She is dead,” Selina would reply, politely and
composedly.

        
“Oh, my poor little dear!” Then, with a warm
rush, “Don’t you want to come and play with my little girl? She
loves little girls to play with. H’m?” The “m” of the interrogation
held hummingly, tenderly.

        
“No, thank you very much. I’m waiting for my
father. He would be disappointed not to find me here.”

        
These good ladies wasted their sympathy. Selina
had a beautiful time. Except for three years, to recall which was
to her like entering a sombre icy room on leaving a warm and
glowing one, her life was free, interesting, varied. She made
decisions usually devolving upon the adult mind. She selected
clothes. She ruled her father. She read absorbedly books found in
boarding-house parlours, in hotels, in such public libraries as the
times afforded. She was alone for hours a day, daily. Frequently
her father, fearful of loneliness for her, brought her an armful of
books and she had an orgy, dipping and swooping about among them in
a sort of gourmand’s ecstasy of indecision. In this way, at
fifteen, she knew the writings of Byron, Jane Austen, Dickens,
Charlotte Brontë, Felicia Hemans. Not to speak of Mrs. E. D. E. N.
Southworth, Bertha M. Clay, and that good fairy of the scullery,
the 
Fireside Companion, in whose pages factory
girls and dukes were brought together as inevitably as steak and
onions. These last were, of course, the result of Selina’s mode of
living, and were loaned her by kind-hearted landladies,
chambermaids, and waitresses all the way from California to New
York.

        
Her three dark years—from nine to twelve—were
spent with her two maiden aunts, the Misses Sarah and Abbie Peake,
in the dim, prim Vermont Peake house from which her father, the
black sheep, had run away when a boy. After her mother’s death
Simeon Peake had sent his little daughter back east in a fit of
remorse and temporary helplessness on his part and a spurt of
forgiveness and churchly charity on the part of his two sisters.
The two women were incredibly drawn in the pattern of the New
England spinster of fiction. Mitts, preserves, Bible, chilly best
room, solemn and kittenless cat, order, little-girls-mustn’t. They
smelled of apples—of withered apples that have rotted at the core.
Selina had once found such an apple in a corner of a disorderly
school-desk, had sniffed it, regarded its wrinkled, sapless pink
cheek, and had bitten into it adventuresomely, only to spit out the
mouthful in an explosive and unladylike spray. It had been all
black and mouldy at its heart.

        
Something of this she must have conveyed, in her
desperation, to her father in an uncensored letter. Without warning
he had come for her, and at sight of him she had been guilty of the
only fit of hysteria that marked her life, before or after the
episode.

        
So, then, from twelve to nineteen she was happy.
They had come to Chicago in 1885, when she was sixteen. There they
remained. Selina attended Miss Fister’s Select School for Young
Ladies. When her father brought her there he had raised quite a
flutter in the Fister breast—so soft-spoken was he, so gentle, so
sad-appearing, so winning as to smile. In the investment business,
he explained. Stocks and that kind of thing. A widower. Miss Fister
said, yes, she understood.

        
Simeon Peake had had nothing of the look of the
professional gambler of the day. The wide slouch hat, the flowing
mustache, the glittering eye, the too-bright boots, the gay cravat,
all were missing in Simeon Peake’s makeup. True, he did sport a
singularly clear white diamond pin in his shirt front; and his hat
he wore just a little on one side. But then, these both were in the
male mode and quite commonly seen. For the rest he seemed a mild
and suave man, slim, a trifle diffident, speaking seldom and then
with a New England drawl by which he had come honestly enough,
Vermont Peake that he was.

        
Chicago was his meat. It was booming, prosperous.
Jeff Hankins’s red plush and mirrored gambling house, and Mike
McDonald’s, too, both on Clark Street, knew him daily. He played in
good luck and bad, but he managed somehow to see to it that there
was always the money to pay for the Fister schooling. His was the
ideal poker face—bland, emotionless, immobile. When he was flush
they ate at the Palmer House, dining off chicken or quail and thick
rich soup and the apple pie for which the hostelry was famous.
Waiters hovered solicitously about Simeon Peake, though he rarely
addressed them and never looked at them. Selina was happy. She knew
only such young people—girls—as she met at Miss Fister’s school. Of
men, other than her father, she knew as little as a nun—less. For
those cloistered creatures must, if only in the conning of their
Bible, learn much of the moods and passions that sway the male. The
Songs of Solomon alone are a glorious sex education. But the Bible
was not included in Selina’s haphazard reading, and the Gideonite
was not then a force in the hotel world.

        
Her chum was Julie Hempel, daughter of August
Hempel, the Clark Street butcher. You probably now own some Hempel
stock, if you’re lucky; and eat Hempel bacon and Hempel hams cured
in the hickory, for in Chicago the distance from butcher of 1885 to
packer of 1890 was only a five-year leap.

        
Being so much alone developed in her a gift for
the make-believe. In a comfortable, well-dressed way she was a sort
of mixture of Dick Swiveller’s Marchioness and Sarah Crewe. Even in
her childhood she extracted from life the double enjoyment that
comes usually only to the creative mind. “Now I’m doing this. Now
I’m doing that,” she told herself while she was doing it. Looking
on while she participated. Perhaps her theatre-going had something
to do with this. At an age when most little girls were not only
unheard but practically unseen, she occupied a grown-up seat at the
play, her rapt face, with its dark serious eyes, glowing in a sort
of luminous pallor as she sat proudly next her father. Simeon Peake
had the gambler’s love of the theatre, himself possessing the
dramatic quality necessary to the successful following of his
profession.

        
In this way Selina, half-hidden in the depths of
an orchestra seat, wriggled in ecstatic anticipation when the
curtain ascended on the grotesque rows of Haverly’s minstrels. She
wept (as did Simeon) over the agonies of The Two Orphans when Kitty
Blanchard and McKee Rankin came to Chicago with the Union Square
Stock Company. She witnessed that startling innovation, a Jewish
play, called Samuel of Posen. She saw Fanny Davenport in Pique.
Simeon even took her to a performance of that shocking and
delightful form of new entertainment, the Extravaganza. She thought
the plump creature in tights and spangles, descending the long
stairway, the most beautiful being she had ever seen.

        
“The thing I like about plays and books is that
anything can happen. Anything! You never know,” Selina said, after
one of these evenings.

        
“No different from life,” Simeon Peake assured
her. “You’ve no idea the things that happen to you if you just
relax and take them as they come.”

        
Curiously enough, Simeon Peake said this, not
through ignorance, but deliberately and with reason. In his way and
day he was a very modern father. “I want you to see all kinds,” he
would say to her. “I want you to realize that this whole thing is
just a grand adventure. A fine show. The trick is to play in it and
look at it at the same time.”

        
“What whole thing?”

        
“Living. All mixed up. The more kinds of people
you see, and the more things you do, and the more things that
happen to you, the richer you are. Even if they’re not pleasant
things. That’s living. Remember, no matter what happens, good or
bad, it’s just so much”—he used the gambler’s term,
unconsciously—“just so much velvet.”

        
But Selina, somehow, understood. “You mean that
anything’s better than being Aunt Sarah and Aunt Abbie.”

        
“Well—yes. There are only two kinds of people in
the world that really count. One kind’s wheat and the other kind’s
emeralds.”

        
“Fanny Davenport’s an emerald,” said Selina,
quickly, and rather surprised to find herself saying it.

        
“Yes. That’s it.”

        
“And—and Julie Hempel’s father—he’s wheat.”

        
“By golly, Sele!” shouted Simeon Peake. “You’re a
shrewd little tyke!”

        
It was after reading “Pride and Prejudice” that
she decided to be the Jane Austen of her time. She became very
mysterious and enjoyed a brief period of unpopularity at Miss
Fister’s owing to her veiled allusions to her “work”; and an
annoying way of smiling to herself and tapping a ruminative toe as
though engaged in visions far too exquisite for the common eye. Her
chum Julie Hempel, properly enough, became enraged at this and gave
Selina to understand that she must make her choice between
revealing her secret or being cast out of the Hempel heart. Selina
swore her to secrecy.

        
“Very well, then. Now I’ll tell you. I’m going to
be a novelist.” Julie was palpably disappointed, though she said,
“Selina!” as though properly impressed, but followed it up with:
“Still, I don’t see why you had to be so mysterious about it.”

        
“You just don’t understand, Julie. Writers have
to study life at first hand. And if people know you’re studying
them they don’t act natural. Now, that day you were telling me
about the young man in your father’s shop who looked at you and
said——”

        
“Selina Peake, if you dare to put that in your
book I’ll never speak——”

        
“All right. I won’t. But that’s what I mean. You
see!”

        
Julie Hempel and Selina Peake, both finished
products of Miss Fister’s school, were of an age—nineteen. Selina,
on this September day, had been spending the afternoon with Julie,
and now, adjusting her hat preparatory to leaving, she clapped her
hands over her ears to shut out the sounds of Julie’s importunings
that she stay to supper. Certainly the prospect of the usual Monday
evening meal in Mrs. Tebbitt’s boarding house (the Peake luck was
momentarily low) did not present sufficient excuse for Selina’s
refusal. Indeed, the Hempel supper as sketched dish for dish by the
urgent Julie brought little greedy groans from Selina.

        
“It’s prairie chickens—three of them—that a
farmer west of town brought Father. Mother fixes them with
stuffing, and there’s currant jell. Creamed onions and baked
tomatoes. And for dessert, apple roll.”

        
Selina snapped the elastic holding her
high-crowned hat under her chignon of hair in the back. She uttered
a final and quavering groan. “On Monday nights we have cold mutton
and cabbage at Mrs. Tebbitt’s. This is Monday.”

        
“Well then, silly, why not stay!”

        
“Father comes home at six. If I’m not there he’s
disappointed.”

        
Julie, plump, blonde, placid, forsook her soft
white blandishments and tried steel against the steel of Selina’s
decision.

        
“He leaves you right after supper. And you’re
alone every night until twelve and after.”

        
“I don’t see what that has to do with it,” Selina
said, stiffly.

        
Julie’s steel, being low-grade, melted at once
and ran off her in rivulets. “Of course it hasn’t, Selie dear. Only
I thought you might leave him just this once.”

        
“If I’m not there he’s disappointed. And that
terrible Mrs. Tebbitt makes eyes at him. He hates it there.”

        
“Then I don’t see why you stay. I never could
see. You’ve been there four months now, and I think it’s horrid and
stuffy; and oilcloth on the stairs.”

        
“Father has had some temporary business
setbacks.”

        
Selina’s costume testified to that. True, it was
modish, and bustled, and basqued, and flounced; and her
high-crowned, short-rimmed hat, with its trimming of feathers and
flowers and ribbons had come from New York. But both were of last
spring’s purchasing, and this was September.

        
In the course of the afternoon they had been
looking over the pages of Godey’s 
Ladies’ Book for that month. The disparity
between Selina’s costume and the creations pictured there was much
as the difference between the Tebbitt meal and that outlined by
Julie. Now Julie, fond though defeated, kissed her friend
good-bye.

        
Selina walked quickly the short distance from the
Hempel house to Tebbitt’s, on Dearborn Avenue. Up in her
second-floor room she took off her hat and called to her father,
but he had not yet come in. She was glad of that. She had been
fearful of being late. She regarded her hat now with some distaste,
decided to rip off the faded spring roses, did rip a stitch or two,
only to discover that the hat material was more faded than the
roses, and that the uncovered surface showed up a dark splotch like
a wall-spot when a picture, long hung, is removed. So she got a
needle and prepared to tack the offending rose in its accustomed
place.

        
Perched on the arm of a chair near the window,
taking quick deft stitches, she heard a sound. She had never heard
that sound before—that peculiar sound—the slow, ominous tread of
men laden with a heavy inert burden; bearing with infinite care
that which was well beyond hurting. Selina had never heard that
sound before, and yet, hearing it, she recognized it by one of
those pangs, centuries old, called woman’s instinct.
Thud—shuffle—thud—shuffle—up the narrow stairway, along the
passage. She stood up, the needle poised in her hand. The hat fell
to the floor. Her eyes were wide, fixed. Her lips slightly parted.
The listening look. She knew.

        
She knew even before she heard the hoarse man’s
voice saying, “Lift ’er up there a little on the corner, now.
Easy—e-e-easy.” And Mrs. Tebbitt’s high shrill clamour: “You can’t
bring it in there! You hadn’t ought to bring it in here like
this!”

        
Selina’s suspended breath came back. She was
panting now. She had flung open the door. A flat still burden
partially covered with an overcoat carelessly flung over the face.
The feet, in their square-toed boots, wobbled listlessly. Selina
noticed how shiny the boots were. He was always very finicking
about such things.

        
Simeon Peake had been shot in Jeff Hankins’s
place at five in the afternoon. The irony of it was that the bullet
had not been intended for him at all. Its derelict course had been
due to feminine aim. Sped by one of those over-dramatic ladies who,
armed with horsewhip or pistol in tardy defence of their honour,
spangled Chicago’s dull ’80s with their doings, it had been meant
for a well-known newspaper publisher usually mentioned (in papers
other than his own) as a bon vivant. The lady’s leaden remonstrance
was to have been proof of the fact that he had been more vivacious
than bon.

        
It was, perhaps, because of this that the matter
was pretty well hushed up. The publisher’s paper—which was
Chicago’s foremost—scarcely mentioned the incident and purposely
misspelled the name. The lady, thinking her task accomplished, had
taken truer aim with her second bullet, and had saved herself the
trouble of trial by human jury.

        
Simeon Peake left his daughter Selina a legacy of
two fine clear blue-white diamonds (he had had the gambler’s love
of them) and the sum of four hundred and ninety-seven dollars in
cash. Just how he had managed to have a sum like this put by was a
mystery. The envelope containing it had evidently once held a
larger sum. It had been sealed, and then slit. On the outside was
written, in Simeon Peake’s fine, almost feminine hand: “For my
little daughter Selina Peake in case anything should happen to me.”
It bore a date seven years old. What the original sum had been no
one ever knew. That any sum remained was evidence of the almost
heroic self-control practised by one to whom money—ready money in
any sum at all—meant only fuel to feed the flames of his gaming
fever.

        
To Selina fell the choice of earning her own
living or of returning to the Vermont village and becoming a
withered and sapless dried apple, with black fuzz and mould at her
heart, like her aunts, the Misses Sarah and Abbie Peake. She did
not hesitate.

        
“But what kind of work?” Julie Hempel demanded.
“What kind of work can you do?” Women—that is, the Selina
Peakes—did not work.

        
“I—well, I can teach.”

        
“Teach what?”

        
“The things I learned at Miss Fister’s.”

        
Julie’s expression weighed and discredited Miss
Fister. “Who to?” Which certainly justified her expression.

        
“To children. People’s children. Or in the public
schools.”

        
“You have to do something first—go to Normal, or
teach in the country, don’t you?—before you can teach in the public
schools. They’re mostly old. Twenty-five or even thirty—or more!”
with nineteen’s incapacity to imagine an age beyond thirty.

        
That Julie was taking the offensive in this
conversation, and Selina the defensive, was indicative of the
girl’s numbed state. Selina did not then know the iron qualities
her friend was displaying in being with her at all. Mrs. Hempel had
quite properly forbidden Julie ever to see the dead dissolute
gambler’s daughter again. She had even sent a note to Miss Fister
expressing her opinion of a school which would, by admitting such
unselected ladies to its select circle, expose other pupils to
contamination.

        
Selina rallied to Julie’s onslaught. “Then I’ll
just teach a country school. I’m good at arithmetic. You know
that.” Julie should have known it, having had all her Fister sums
solved by Selina. “Country schools are just arithmetic and grammar
and geography.”

        
“You! Teaching a country school!”

        
She looked at Selina.

        
She saw a misleadingly delicate face, the skull
small and exquisitely formed. The cheek bones rather high—or
perhaps they looked so because of the fact that the eyes, dark,
soft, and luminous, were unusually deep-set in their sockets. The
face, instead of narrowing to a soft curve at the chin, developed
unexpected strength in the jaw line. That line, fine, steel-strong,
sharp and clear, was of the stuff of which pioneer women are made.
Julie, inexperienced in the art of reading the human physiognomy,
did not decipher the meaning of it. Selina’s hair was thick, long,
and fine, so that she piled it easily in the loops, coils, and
knots that fashion demanded. Her nose, slightly pinched at the
nostrils, was exquisite. When she laughed it had the trick of
wrinkling just a little across the narrow bridge; very engaging,
and mischievous. She was thought a rather plain little thing, which
she wasn’t. But the eyes were what you marked and remembered.
People to whom she was speaking had a way of looking into them
deeply. Selina was often embarrassed to discover that they were not
hearing what she had to say. Perhaps it was this velvety softness
of the eyes that caused one to overlook the firmness of the lower
face. When the next ten years had done their worst to her, and
Julie had suddenly come upon her stepping agilely out of a truck
gardener’s wagon on Prairie Avenue, a tanned, weather-beaten,
toil-worn woman, her abundant hair skewered into a knob and held by
a long gray hairpin, her full calico skirt grimed with the mud of
the wagon wheel, a pair of men’s old side-boots on her slim feet, a
grotesquely battered old felt hat (her husband’s) on her head, her
arms full of ears of sweet corn, and carrots, and radishes, and
bunches of beets; a woman with bad teeth, flat breasts, a sagging
pocket in her capacious skirt—even then Julie, staring, had known
her by her eyes. And she had run to her in her silk suit and her
fine silk shirtwaist and her hat with the plume and had cried, “Oh,
Selina! My dear! My dear!”—with a sob of horror and pity—“My dear.”
And had taken Selina, carrots, beets, corn, and radishes, in her
arms. The vegetables lay scattered all about them on the sidewalk
in front of Julie Hempel Arnold’s great stone house on Prairie
Avenue. But strangely enough it had been Selina who had done the
comforting, patting Julie’s silken shoulder and saying, over and
over, “There, there! It’s all right, Julie. It’s all right. Don’t
cry. What’s there to cry for! Sh! . . . It’s all right.”
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Selina had thought herself lucky to get the Dutch
school at High Prairie, ten miles outside Chicago. Thirty dollars a
month! She was to board at the house of Klaas Pool, the truck
farmer. It was August Hempel who had brought it all about; or
Julie, urging him. Now, at forty-five, August Hempel, the Clark
Street butcher, knew every farmer and stockman for miles around,
and hundreds besides scattered throughout Cook County and the State
of Illinois.

        
To get the Dutch school for Selina Peake was a
simple enough matter for him. The High Prairie district school
teacher had always, heretofore, been a man. A more advantageous
position presenting itself, this year’s prospective teacher had
withdrawn before the school term had begun. This was in September.
High Prairie school did not open until the first week in November.
In that region of truck farms every boy and girl over six was busy
in the fields throughout the early autumn. Two years of this, and
Selina would be qualified for a city grade. August Hempel indicated
that he could arrange that, too, when the time came. Selina thought
this shrewd red-faced butcher a wonderful man, indeed. Which he
was.

        
At forty-seven, single-handed, he was to
establish the famous Hempel Packing Company. At fifty he was the
power in the yards, and there were Hempel branches in Kansas City,
Omaha, Denver. At sixty you saw the name of Hempel plastered over
packing sheds, factories, and canning plants all the way from
Honolulu to Portland. You read:

        
Don’t Say Ham: Say Hempel’s.

        
Hempel products ranged incredibly from pork to
pineapple; from grease to grape-juice. An indictment meant no more
to Hempel, the packer, than an injunction for speeding to you.
Something of his character may be gleaned from the fact that
farmers who had known the butcher at forty still addressed this
millionaire, at sixty, as Aug. At sixty-five he took up golf and
beat his son-in-law, Michael Arnold, at it. A magnificent old
pirate, sailing the perilous commercial seas of the American ’90s
before commissions, investigations, and inquisitive senate insisted
on applying whitewash to the black flag of trade.

        
Selina went about her preparations in a
singularly clear-headed fashion, considering her youth and
inexperience. She sold one of the blue-white diamonds, and kept
one. She placed her inheritance of four hundred and ninety-seven
dollars, complete, in the bank. She bought stout sensible boots,
two dresses, one a brown lady’s-cloth which she made herself,
finished with white collars and cuffs, very neat (the cuffs to be
protected by black sateen sleevelets, of course, while teaching);
and a wine-red cashmere (mad, but she couldn’t resist it) for
best.

        
She eagerly learned what she could of this region
once known as New Holland. Its people were all truck gardeners, and
as Dutch as the Netherlands from which they or their fathers had
come. She heard stories of wooden shoes worn in the wet prairie
fields; of a red-faced plodding Cornelius Van der Bilt living in
placid ignorance of the existence of his distinguished New York
patronymic connection; of sturdy, phlegmatic, industrious farmers
in squat, many-windowed houses patterned after the north Holland
houses of their European memories. Many of them had come from the
town of Schoorl, or near it. Others from the lowlands outside
Amsterdam. Selina pictured it another Sleepy Hollow, a replica of
the quaint settlement in Washington Irving’s delightful tale. The
deserting schoolmaster had been a second Ichabod Crane, naturally;
the farmer at whose house she was to live a modern Mynheer Van
Tassel, pipe, chuckle, and all. She and Julie Hempel read the tale
over together on an afternoon when Julie managed to evade the
maternal edict. Selina, picturing mellow golden corn fields; crusty
crullers, crumbling oly-koeks, toothsome wild ducks, sides of
smoked beef, pumpkin pies; country dances, apple-cheeked farmer
girls, felt sorry for poor Julie staying on in the dull gray
commonplaceness of Chicago.

        
The last week in October found her on the way to
High Prairie, seated beside Klaas Pool in the two-horse wagon with
which he brought his garden stuff to the Chicago market. She sat
perched next him on the high seat like a saucy wren beside a
ruminant Holstein. So they jolted up the long Halsted road through
the late October sunset. The prairie land just outside Chicago had
not then been made a terrifying and epic thing of slag-heaps,
smoke-stacks, and blast furnaces like a Pennell drawing. To-day it
stretched away and away in the last rays of the late autumn
sunlight over which the lake mist was beginning to creep like
chiffon covering gold. Mile after mile of cabbage fields,
jade-green against the earth. Mile after mile of red cabbage, a
rich plummy Burgundy veined with black. Between these, heaps of
corn were piled-up sunshine. Against the horizon an occasional
patch of woods showed the last russet and bronze of oak and maple.
These things Selina saw with her beauty-loving eye, and she clasped
her hands in their black cotton gloves.

        
“Oh, Mr. Pool!” she cried. “Mr. Pool! How
beautiful it is here!”

        
Klaas Pool, driving his team of horses down the
muddy Halsted road, was looking straight ahead, his eyes fastened
seemingly on an invisible spot between the off-horse’s ears. His
was not the kind of brain that acts quickly, nor was his body’s
mechanism the sort that quickly responds to that brain’s message.
His eyes were china-blue in a round red face that was covered with
a stubble of stiff golden hairs. His round moon of a head was set
low and solidly between his great shoulders, so that as he began to
turn it now, slowly, you marvelled at the process and waited
fearfully to hear a creak. He was turning his head toward Selina,
but keeping his gaze on the spot between his horse’s ears.
Evidently the head and the eyes revolved by quite distinct
processes. Now he faced Selina almost directly. Then he brought his
eyes around, slowly, until they focussed on her cameo-like face all
alight now with her enjoyment of the scene around her; with a
certain elation at this new venture into which she was entering;
and with excitement such as she used to feel when the curtain rose
with tantalizing deliberateness on the first act of a play which
she was seeing with her father. She was well bundled up against the
sharp October air in her cloak and muffler, with a shawl tucked
about her knees and waist. The usual creamy pallor of her fine
clear skin showed an unwonted pink, and her eyes were wide, dark,
and bright. Beside this sparkling delicate girl’s face Klaas Pool’s
heavy features seemed carved from the stuff of another clay and
race. His pale blue eyes showed incomprehension.

        
“Beautiful?” he echoed, in puzzled interrogation.
“What is beautiful?”

        
Selina’s slim arms flashed out from the swathings
of cloak, shawl, and muffler and were flung wide in a gesture that
embraced the landscape on which the late afternoon sun was casting
a glow peculiar to that lake region, all rose and golden and
mist-shimmering.

        
“This! The—the cabbages.”

        
A slow-dawning film of fun crept over the blue of
Klaas Pool’s stare. This film spread almost imperceptibly so that
it fluted his broad nostrils, met and widened his full lips,
reached and agitated his massive shoulders, tickled the round
belly, so that all Klaas Pool, from his eyes to his waist, was
rippling and shaking with slow, solemn, heavy Dutch mirth.

        
“Cabbages is beautiful!” his round pop eyes
staring at her in a fixity of glee. “Cabbages is beautiful!” His
silent laughter now rose and became audible in a rich throaty
chortle. It was plain that laughter, with Klaas Pool, was not a
thing to be lightly dismissed, once raised. “Cabbages——” he choked
a little, and spluttered, overcome. Now he began to shift his gaze
back to his horses and the road, by the same process of turning his
head first and then his eyes, so that to Selina the mirthful tail
of his right eye and his round red cheek with the golden fuzz on it
gave him an incredibly roguish brownie look.

        
Selina laughed, too, even while she protested his
laughter. “But they are!” she insisted. “They 
are beautiful. Like jade and Burgundy. No,
like—uh—like—what’s that in—like chrysoprase and porphyry. All
those fields of cabbages and the corn and the beet-tops together
look like Persian patches.”

        
Which was, certainly, no way for a new school
teacher to talk to a Holland truck gardener driving his team along
the dirt road on his way to High Prairie. But then, Selina,
remember, had read Byron at seventeen.

        
Klaas Pool knew nothing of chrysoprase and
porphyry. Nor of Byron. Nor, for that matter, of jade and Burgundy.
But he did know cabbages, both green and red. He knew cabbage from
seed to sauerkraut; he knew and grew varieties from the sturdy Flat
Dutch to the early Wakefield. But that they were beautiful; that
they looked like jewels; that they lay like Persian patches, had
never entered his head, and rightly. What has the head of a
cabbage, or, for that matter, of a robust, soil-stained, toiling
Dutch truck farmer to do with nonsense like chrysoprase, with jade,
with Burgundy, with Persian patterns!

        
The horses clopped down the heavy country road.
Now and again the bulk beside Selina was agitated silently, as
before. And from between the golden fuzz of stubble beard she would
hear, “Cabbages! Cabbages is ——” But she did not feel offended. She
could not have been offended at anything to-day. For in spite of
her recent tragedy, her nineteen years, her loneliness, the
terrifying thought of this new home to which she was going, among
strangers, she was conscious of a warm little thrill of elation, of
excitement—of adventure! That was it. “The whole thing’s just a
grand adventure,” Simeon Peake had said. Selina gave a little
bounce of anticipation. She was doing a revolutionary and daring
thing; a thing that the Vermont and now, fortunately, inaccessible
Peakes would have regarded with horror. For equipment she had
youth, curiosity, a steel-strong frame; one brown lady’s-cloth, one
wine-red cashmere; four hundred and ninety-seven dollars; and a
gay, adventuresome spirit that was never to die, though it led her
into curious places and she often found, at the end, only a
trackless waste from which she had to retrace her steps, painfully.
But always, to her, red and green cabbages were to be jade and
Burgundy, chrysoprase and porphyry. Life has no weapons against a
woman like that.

        
So now, as they bumped and jolted along the road
Selina thought herself lucky, though she was a little terrified.
She turned her gaze from the flat prairie land to the silent figure
beside her. Hers was a lively, volatile nature, and his
uncommunicativeness made her vaguely uncomfortable. Yet there was
nothing glum about his face. Upon it there even lingered, in the
corners of his eyes and about his mouth, faint shadows of
merriment.

        
Klaas Pool was a school director. She was to live
at his house. Perhaps she should not have said that about the
cabbages. So now she drew herself up primly and tried to appear the
school teacher, and succeeded in looking as severe as a white
pansy.

        
“Ahem!” (or nearly that). “You have three
children, haven’t you, Mr. Pool? They’ll all be my pupils?”

        
Klaas Pool ruminated on this. He concentrated so
that a slight frown marred the serenity of his brow. In this double
question of hers, an attempt to give the conversation a dignified
turn, she had apparently created some difficulty for her host. He
was trying to shake his head two ways at the same time. This gave
it a rotary motion. Selina saw, with amazement, that he was
attempting to nod negation and confirmation at once.

        
“You mean you haven’t—or they’re not?—or——?”

        
“I have got three children. All will not be your
pupils.” There was something final, unshakable in his delivery of
this.

        
“Dear me! Why not? Which ones won’t?”

        
This fusillade proved fatal. It served
permanently to check the slight trickle of conversation which had
begun to issue from his lips. They jogged on for perhaps a matter
of three miles, in silence. Selina told herself then, sternly, that
she must not laugh. Having told herself this, sternly, she began to
laugh because she could not help it; a gay little sound that flew
out like the whir of a bird’s wing on the crisp autumnal sunset
air. And suddenly this light sound was joined by a slow rumbling
that swelled and bubbled a good deal in the manner of the rich
glubby sounds that issue from a kettle that has been simmering for
a long time. So they laughed together, these two; the rather scared
young thing who was trying to be prim, and the dull, unimaginative
truck farmer because this alert, great-eyed, slim white creature
perched birdlike on the wagon seat beside him had tickled his slow
humour-sense.

        
Selina felt suddenly friendly and happy. “Do tell
me which ones will and which won’t.”

        
“Geertje goes to school. Jozina goes to school.
Roelf works by the farm.”

        
“How old is Roelf?” She was being school
teacherly again.

        
“Roelf is twelve.”

        
“Twelve! And no longer at school! But why
not!”

        
“Roelf he works by the farm.”

        
“Doesn’t Roelf like school?”

        
“But sure.”

        
“Don’t you think he ought to go to school?”

        
“But sure.”

        
Having begun, she could not go back. “Doesn’t
your wife want Roelf to go to school any more?”

        
“Maartje? But sure.”

        
She gathered herself together; hurled herself
behind the next question. “Then why 
doesn’t he go to school, for pity’s
sake!”

        
Klaas Pool’s pale blue eyes were fixed on the
spot between the horse’s ears. His face was serene, placid,
patient.

        
“Roelf he works by the farm.”

        
Selina subsided, beaten.

        
She wondered about Roelf. Would he be a furtive,
slinking boy, like Smike? Geertje and Jozina. Geertje—Gertrude, of
course. Jozina? Josephine. Maartje?—m-m-m-m—Martha, probably. At
any rate, it was going to be interesting. It was going to be
wonderful! Suppose she had gone to Vermont and become a dried
apple!

        
Dusk was coming on. The lake mist came drifting
across the prairie and hung, a pearly haze, over the frost-nipped
stubble and the leafless trees. It caught the last light in the
sky, and held it, giving to fields, trees, black earth, to the man
seated stolidly beside the girl, and to the face of the girl
herself an opalescent glow very wonderful to see. Selina, seeing
it, opened her lips to exclaim again; and then, remembering, closed
them. She had learned her first lesson in High Prairie.
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The Klaas Pools lived in a typical High Prairie
house. They had passed a score like it in the dusk. These sturdy
Holland-Americans had built here in Illinois after the pattern of
the squat houses that dot the lowlands about Amsterdam, Haarlem,
and Rotterdam. A row of pollards stood stiffly by the roadside. As
they turned in at the yard Selina’s eye was caught by the glitter
of glass. The house was many-windowed, the panes the size of
pocket-handkerchiefs. Even in the dusk Selina thought she had never
seen windows sparkle so. She did not then know that spotless
window-panes were a mark of social standing in High Prairie. Yard
and dwelling had a geometrical neatness like that of a toy house in
a set of playthings. The effect was marred by a clothes-line hung
with a dado of miscellaneous wash—a pair of faded overalls, a
shirt, socks, a man’s drawers carefully patched and now bellying
grotesquely in the breeze like a comic tramp turned bacchanal.
Selina was to know this frieze of nether garments as a daily
decoration in the farm-wife’s yard.

        
Peering down over the high wheel she waited for
Klaas Pool to assist her in alighting. He seemed to have no such
thought. Having jumped down, he was throwing empty crates and boxes
out of the back of the wagon. So Selina, gathering her shawls and
cloak about her, clambered down the side of the wheel and stood
looking about her in the dim light, a very small figure in a very
large world. Klaas had opened the barn door. Now he returned and
slapped one of the horses smartly on the flank. The team trotted
obediently off to the barn. He picked up her little hide-bound
trunk. She took her satchel. The yard was quite dark now. As Klaas
Pool opened the kitchen door the red mouth that was the open
draught in the kitchen stove grinned a toothy welcome at them.

        
A woman stood over the stove, a fork in her hand.
The kitchen was clean, but disorderly, with the disorder that comes
of pressure of work. There was a not unpleasant smell of cooking.
Selina sniffed it hungrily. The woman turned to face them. Selina
stared.

        
This, she thought, must be some other—an old
woman—his mother perhaps. But: “Maartje, here is school teacher,”
said Klaas Pool. Selina put out her hand to meet the other woman’s
hand, rough, hard, calloused. Her own, touching it, was like satin
against a pine board. Maartje smiled, and you saw her broken
discoloured teeth. She pushed back the sparse hair from her high
forehead, fumbled a little, shyly, at the collar of her clean blue
calico dress.

        
“Pleased to meet you,” Maartje said, primly.
“Make you welcome.” Then, as Pool stamped out to the yard, slamming
the door behind him, “Pool he could have come with you by the front
way, too. Lay off your things.” Selina began to remove the
wrappings that swathed her—the muffler, the shawl, the cloak. Now
she stood, a slim, incongruously elegant little figure in that
kitchen. The brown lady’s-cloth was very tight and basqued above,
very flounced and bustled below. “My, how you are young!” cried
Maartje. She moved nearer, as if impelled, and fingered the stuff
of Selina’s gown. And as she did this Selina suddenly saw that she,
too, was young. The bad teeth, the thin hair, the careless dress,
the littered kitchen, the harassed frown—above all these, standing
out clearly, appeared the look of a girl.

        
“Why, I do believe she’s not more than
twenty-eight!” Selina said to herself in a kind of panic. “I do
believe she’s not more than twenty-eight.”

        
She had been aware of the two pigtailed heads
appearing and vanishing in the doorway of the next room. Now
Maartje was shooing her into this room. Evidently her hostess was
distressed because the school teacher’s formal entrance had not
been made by way of parlour instead of kitchen. She followed
Maartje Pool into the front room. Behind the stove, tittering, were
two yellow-haired little girls. Geertje and Jozina, of course.
Selina went over to them, smiling. “Which is Geertje?” she asked.
“And which Jozina?” But at this the titters became squeals. They
retired behind the round black bulwark of the woodburner, overcome.
There was no fire in this shining ebon structure, though the
evening was sharp. Above the stove a length of pipe, glittering
with polish as was the stove itself, crossed the width of the room
and vanished through a queer little perforated grating in the
ceiling. Selina’s quick glance encompassed the room. In the window
were a few hardy plants in pots on a green-painted wooden rack.
There were geraniums, blossomless; a cactus with its thick slabs of
petals like slices of gangrenous ham set up for beauty in a
parlour; a plant called Jacob’s ladder, on a spindling trellis. The
bony scaffolding of the green-painted wooden stand was turned
toward the room. The flowers blindly faced the dark square of the
window. There was a sofa with a wrinkled calico cover; three
rocking chairs; some stark crayons of incredibly hard-featured
Dutch ancients on the wall. It was all neat, stiff, unlovely. But
Selina had known too many years of boarding-house ugliness to be
offended at this.

        
Maartje had lighted a small glass-bowled lamp.
The chimney of this sparkled as had the window panes. A steep,
uncarpeted stairway, enclosed, led off the sitting room. Up this
Maartje Pool, talking, led the way to Selina’s bedroom. Selina was
to learn that the farm woman, often inarticulate through lack of
companionship, becomes a torrent of talk when opportunity presents
itself. They made quite a little procession. First, Mrs. Pool with
the lamp; then Selina with the satchel; then, tap-tap, tap-tap,
Jozina and Geertje, their heavy hob-nailed shoes creating a great
clatter on the wooden stairs, though they were tip-toeing in an
effort to make themselves unheard by their mother. There evidently
had been an arrangement on the subject of their invisibility. The
procession moved to the accompaniment of Maartje’s, “Now you stay
downstairs didn’t I tell you!” There was in her tone a warning; a
menace. The two pigtails would hang back a moment, only to come
tap-tapping on again, their saucer eyes at once fearful and
mischievous.

        
A narrow, dim, close-smelling hallway,
uncarpeted. At the end of it a door opening into the room that was
to be Selina’s. As its chill struck her to the marrow three objects
caught her eye. The bed, a huge and not unhandsome walnut
mausoleum, reared its sombre height almost to the room’s top.
Indeed, its apex of grapes did actually seem to achieve a meeting
with the whitewashed ceiling. The mattress of straw and corn-husks
was unworthy of this edifice, but over it Mrs. Pool had mercifully
placed a feather bed, stitched and quilted, so that Selina lay soft
and warm through the winter. Along one wall stood a low chest so
richly brown as to appear black. The front panel of this was
curiously carved. Selina stooped before it and for the second time
that day said: “How beautiful!” then looked quickly round at
Maartje Pool as though fearful of finding her laughing as Klaas
Pool had laughed. But Mrs. Pool’s face reflected the glow in her
own. She came over to Selina and stooped with her over the chest,
holding the lamp so that its yellow flame lighted up the scrolls
and tendrils of the carved surface. With one discoloured forefinger
she traced the bold flourishes on the panel. “See? How it makes out
letters?”

        
Selina peered closer. “Why, sure enough! This
first one’s an S!”

        
Maartje was kneeling before the chest now. “Sure
an S. For Sophia. It is a Holland bride’s chest. And here is K. And
here is big D. It makes Sophia Kroon DeVries. It is anyways two
hundred years. My mother she gave it to me when I was married, and
her mother she gave it to her when she was married, and her mother
gave it to her when she was married, and her——”

        
“I should think so!” exclaimed Selina, rather
meaninglessly; but stemming the torrent. “What’s in it? Anything?
There ought to be bride’s clothes in it, yellow with age.”

        
“It is!” cried Maartje Pool and gave a little
bounce that imperilled the lamp.

        
“No!” The two on their knees sat smiling at each
other, wide-eyed, like schoolgirls. The pigtails, emboldened, had
come tap-tapping nearer and were peering over the shoulders of the
women before the chest.

        
“Here—wait.” Maartje Pool thrust the lamp into
Selina’s hand, raised the lid of the chest, dived expertly into its
depths amidst a great rustling of old newspapers and emerged
red-faced with a Dutch basque and voluminous skirt of silk; an
age-yellow cap whose wings, stiff with embroidery, stood out
grandly on either side; a pair of wooden shoes, stained terra-cotta
like the sails of the Vollendam fishing boats, and carved from toe
to heel in a delicate and intricate pattern. A bridal gown, a
bridal cap, bridal shoes.

        
“Well!” said Selina, with the feeling of a little
girl in a rich attic on a rainy day. She clasped her hands. “May I
dress up in it some time?”

        
Maartje Pool, folding the garments hastily,
looked shocked and horrified. “Never must anybody dress up in a
bride’s dress only to get married. It brings bad luck.” Then, as
Selina stroked the stiff silken folds of the skirt with a slim and
caressing forefinger: “So you get married to a High Prairie
Dutchman I let you wear it.” At this absurdity they both laughed
again. Selina thought that this school-teaching venture was
starting out very well. She would have 
such things to tell her father—then she
remembered. She shivered a little as she stood up now. She raised
her arms to take off her hat, feeling suddenly tired, cold, strange
in this house with this farm woman, and the two staring little
girls, and the great red-faced man. There surged over her a great
wave of longing for her father—for the gay little dinners, for the
theatre treats, for his humorous philosophical drawl, for the
Chicago streets, and the ugly Chicago houses; for Julie; for Miss
Fister’s school; for anything and any one that was accustomed,
known, and therefore dear. Even Aunt Abbie and Aunt Sarah had a not
unlovely aspect, viewed from this chill farmhouse bedroom that had
suddenly become her home. She had a horrible premonition that she
was going to cry, began to blink very fast, turned a little blindly
in the dim light and caught sight of the room’s third arresting
object. A blue-black cylinder of tin sheeting, like a stove and yet
unlike. It was polished like the length of pipe in the sitting room
below. Indeed, it was evidently a giant flower of this stem.

        
“What’s that?” demanded Selina, pointing.

        
Maartje Pool, depositing the lamp on the little
wash-stand preparatory to leaving, smiled pridefully. “Drum.”

        
“Drum?”

        
“For heat your room.” Selina touched it. It was
icy. “When there is fire,” Mrs. Pool added, hastily. In her mind’s
eye Selina traced the tin tube below running along the ceiling in
the peaceful and orderly path of a stove-pipe, thrusting its way
through the cylindrical hole in the ceiling and here bursting
suddenly into swollen and monstrous bloom like an unthinkable
goitre on a black neck. Selina was to learn that its heating powers
were mythical. Even when the stove in the sitting room was blazing
away with a cheerful roar none of the glow communicated itself to
the drum. It remained as coolly indifferent to the blasts breathed
upon it as a girl hotly besieged by an unwelcome lover. This was to
influence a number of Selina’s habits, including nocturnal reading
and matutinal bathing. Selina was a daily morning bather in a
period which looked upon the daily bath as an eccentricity, or, at
best, an affectation. It would be charming to be able to record
that she continued the practice in the Pool household; but a
morning bath in the arctic atmosphere of an Illinois prairie
farmhouse would not have been eccentric merely, but mad, even if
there had been an available kettle of hot water at 6.30 a. m.,
which there emphatically was not. Selina was grateful for an
occasional steaming basin of water at night and a hurried piecemeal
bath by the mythical heat of the drum.

        
“Maartje!” roared a voice from belowstairs. The
voice of the hungry male. There was wafted up, too, a faint smell
of scorching. Then came sounds of a bumping and thumping along the
narrow stairway.

        
“Og heden!” cried Maartje, in a panic, her hands
high in air. She was off, sweeping the two pigtails with her in her
flight. There were sounds of scuffling on the stairway, and
Maartje’s voice calling something that sounded like hookendunk to
Selina. But she decided that that couldn’t be. The bumping now
sounded along the passage outside her room. Selina turned from her
satchel to behold a gnome in the doorway. Below, she saw a pair of
bow-legs; above, her own little hide-bound trunk; between, a broad
face, a grizzled beard, a lack-lustre eye in a weather-beaten
countenance.

        
“Jakob Hoogendunk,” the gnome announced, briefly,
peering up at her from beneath the trunk balanced on his back.

        
Selina laughed delightedly. “Not really! Do come
in. This is a good place, don’t you think? Along the wall? Mr.—Mr.
Hoogendunk?”

        
Jakob Hoogendunk grunted and plodded across the
room, the trunk lurching perilously above his bow-legged stride. He
set it down with a final thump, wiped his nose with the back of his
hand—sign of a task completed—and surveyed the trunk largely, as if
he had made it. “Thank you, Mr. Hoogendunk,” said Selina, and put
out her hand. “I’m Selina Peake. How”—she couldn’t resist it—“how
did you leave Rip?”

        
It was characteristic of her that in this
grizzled hired man, twisted with rheumatism, reeking of mould and
manure, she should see a direct descendant of those gnarled and
bearded bowlers so mysteriously encountered by Rip Van Winkle on
that fatal day in the Kaatskills. The name, too, appealed to her in
its comic ugliness. So she laughed a soft little laugh; held out
her hand. The man was not offended. He knew that people laughed
when they were introduced. So he laughed, too, in a mixture of
embarrassment and attempted ease, looking down at the small hand
extended to him. He blinked at it curiously. He wiped his two hands
down his thighs, hard; then shook his great grizzled head. “My hand
is all muck. I ain’t washed up yet,” and lurched off, leaving
Selina looking rather helplessly down at her own extended hand. His
clatter on the wooden stairway sounded like cavalry on a frozen
road.

        
Left alone in her room Selina unlocked her trunk
and took from it two photographs—one of a mild-looking man with his
hat a little on one side, the other of a woman who might have been
a twenty-five-year-old Selina, minus the courageous jaw-line.
Looking about for a fitting place on which to stand these
leather-framed treasures she considered the top of the chill drum,
humorously, then actually placed them there, for lack of better
refuge, from which vantage point they regarded her with politely
interested eyes. Perhaps Jakob Hoogendunk would put up a shelf for
her. That would serve for her little stock of books and for the
pictures as well. She was enjoying that little flush of
exhilaration that comes to a woman, unpacking. There was about her
trunk, even though closed but this very day, the element of
surprise that gilds familiar objects when disclosed for the first
time in unfamiliar surroundings. She took out her neat pile of warm
woollen underwear, her stout shoes. She shook out the crushed folds
of the wine-coloured cashmere. Now, if ever, she should have
regretted its purchase. But she didn’t. No one, she reflected, as
she spread it rosily on the bed, possessing a wine-coloured
cashmere could be altogether downcast.

        
The wine cashmere on the bed, the photographs on
the drum, her clothes hanging comfortably on wall-hooks with a
calico curtain on a cord protecting them, her stock of books on the
closed trunk. Already the room wore the aspect of familiarity.

        
From belowstairs came the hiss of frying. Selina
washed in the chill water of the basin, took down her hair and
coiled it again before the swimmy little mirror over the
wash-stand. She adjusted the stitched white bands of the severe
collar and patted the cuffs of the brown lady’s-cloth. The tight
basque was fastened with buttons from throat to waist. Her fine
long head rose above this trying base with such grace and dignity
as to render the stiff garment beautiful. The skirt billowed and
puffed out behind, and was drawn in folds across the front. It was
a day of appalling bunchiness and equally appalling tightness in
dress; of panniers, galloons, plastrons, reveres, bustles, and all
manner of lumpy bedevilment. That Selina could appear in this
disfiguring garment a creature still graceful, slim, and pliant was
a sheer triumph of spirit over matter.

        
She blew out the light now and descended the
steep wooden stairway to the unlighted parlour. The door between
parlour and kitchen was closed. Selina sniffed sensitively. There
was pork for supper. She was to learn that there always was pork
for supper. As the winter wore on she developed a horror of this
porcine fare, remembering to have read somewhere that one’s diet
was in time reflected in one’s face; that gross eating made one
gross looking. She would examine her features fearfully in the
swimmy mirror—the lovely little white nose—was it coarsening? The
deep-set dark eyes—were they squinting? The firm sweet lips—were
they broadening? But the reflection in the glass reassured her.

        
She hesitated a moment there in the darkness.
Then she opened the kitchen door. There swam out at her a haze of
smoke, from which emerged round blue eyes, guttural talk, the smell
of frying grease, of stable, of loam, and of woollen wash freshly
brought in from the line. With an inrush of cold air that sent the
blue haze into swirls the outer kitchen door opened. A boy, his arm
piled high with stove-wood, entered; a dark, handsome sullen boy
who stared at Selina over the armload of wood. Selina stared back
at him. There sprang to life between the boy of twelve and the
woman of nineteen an electric current of feeling.

        
“Roelf,” thought Selina; and even took a step
toward him, inexplicably drawn.

        
“Hurry then with that wood there!” fretted
Maartje at the stove. The boy flung the armful into the box,
brushed his sleeve and coat-front mechanically, still looking at
Selina. A slave to the insatiable maw of the wood-box.

        
Klaas Pool, already at table, thumped with his
knife. “Sit down! Sit down, teacher.” Selina hesitated, looked at
Maartje. Maartje was holding a frying pan aloft in one hand while
with the other she thrust and poked a fresh stick of wood into the
open-lidded stove. The two pigtails seated themselves at the table,
set with its red-checked cloth and bone-handled cutlery. Jakob
Hoogendunk, who had been splashing, snorting, and puffing
porpoise-fashion in a corner over a hand-basin whose cubic contents
were out of all proportion to the sounds extracted therefrom, now
seated himself. Roelf flung his cap on a wall-hook and sat down.
Only Selina and Maartje remained standing. “Sit down! Sit down!”
Klaas Pool said again, jovially. “Well, how is cabbages?” He
chuckled and winked. Jakob Hoogendunk snorted. A duet of titters
from the pigtails. Maartje at the stove smiled; but a trifle
grimly, one might have thought, watching her. Evidently Klaas had
not hugged his joke in secret. Only the boy Roelf remained
unsmiling. Even Selina, feeling the red mounting her cheeks, smiled
a little, nervously, and sat down with some suddenness.

        
Maartje Pool now thumped down on the table a
great bowl of potatoes fried in grease; a platter of ham. There was
bread cut in chunks. The coffee was rye, roasted in the oven,
ground, and taken without sugar or cream. Of this food there was
plenty. It made Mrs. Tebbitt’s Monday night meal seem ambrosial.
Selina’s visions of chickens, oly-koeks, wild ducks, crusty
crullers, and pumpkin pies vanished, never to return. She had been
very hungry, but now, as she talked, nodded, smiled, she cut her
food into infinitesimal bites, did not chew them so very well, and
despised herself for being dainty. A slight, distinctive little
figure there in the yellow lamplight, eating this coarse fare
bravely, turning her soft dark glance on the woman who was making
countless trips from stove to table, from table to stove; on the
sullen handsome boy with his purplish chapped hands and his sombre
eyes; on the two round-eyed, red-cheeked little girls; on the great
red-faced full-lipped man eating his supper noisily and with
relish; on Jakob Hoogendunk, grazing greedily. . . .

        
“Well,” she thought, “it’s going to be different
enough, that’s certain. . . . This is a vegetable farm, and they
don’t eat vegetables. I wonder why. . . . What a pity that she lets
herself look like that, just because she’s a farm woman. Her hair
screwed into that knob, her skin rough and neglected. That hideous
dress. Shapeless. She’s not bad looking, either. A red spot on
either cheek, now; and her eyes so blue. A little like those women
in the Dutch pictures Father took me to see in—where?—where?—New
York, years ago?—yes. A woman in a kitchen, a dark sort of room
with pots of brass on a shelf; a high mullioned window. But that
woman’s face was placid. This one’s strained. Why need she look
like that, frowsy, harried, old! . . . The boy is, somehow, foreign
looking—Italian. Queer. . . . They talk a good deal like some
German neighbours we had in Milwaukee. They twist sentences.
Literal translations from the Dutch, I suppose.” . . .
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