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ETHAN FROME
I had the story, b�t by b�t, from var�ous people, and, as generally

happens �n such cases, each t�me �t was a d�fferent story.
If you know Starkf�eld, Massachusetts, you know the post-off�ce. If

you know the post-off�ce you must have seen Ethan Frome dr�ve up
to �t, drop the re�ns on h�s hollow-backed bay and drag h�mself
across the br�ck pavement to the wh�te colonnade; and you must
have asked who he was.

It was there that, several years ago, I saw h�m for the f�rst t�me;
and the s�ght pulled me up sharp. Even then he was the most
str�k�ng f�gure �n Starkf�eld, though he was but the ru�n of a man. It
was not so much h�s great he�ght that marked h�m, for the “nat�ves”
were eas�ly s�ngled out by the�r lank long�tude from the stock�er
fore�gn breed: �t was the careless powerful look he had, �n sp�te of a
lameness check�ng each step l�ke the jerk of a cha�n. There was
someth�ng bleak and unapproachable �n h�s face, and he was so
st�ffened and gr�zzled that I took h�m for an old man and was
surpr�sed to hear that he was not more than f�fty-two. I had th�s from
Harmon Gow, who had dr�ven the stage from Bettsbr�dge to
Starkf�eld �n pre-trolley days and knew the chron�cle of all the
fam�l�es on h�s l�ne.

“He's looked that way ever s�nce he had h�s smash-up; and that's
twenty-four years ago come next February,” Harmon threw out
between rem�n�scent pauses.

The “smash-up” �t was—I gathered from the same �nformant—
wh�ch, bes�des draw�ng the red gash across Ethan Frome's
forehead, had so shortened and warped h�s r�ght s�de that �t cost h�m
a v�s�ble effort to take the few steps from h�s buggy to the post-off�ce
w�ndow. He used to dr�ve �n from h�s farm every day at about noon,



and as that was my own hour for fetch�ng my ma�l I often passed h�m
�n the porch or stood bes�de h�m wh�le we wa�ted on the mot�ons of
the d�str�but�ng hand beh�nd the grat�ng. I not�ced that, though he
came so punctually, he seldom rece�ved anyth�ng but a copy of the
Bettsbr�dge Eagle, wh�ch he put w�thout a glance �nto h�s sagg�ng
pocket. At �ntervals, however, the post-master would hand h�m an
envelope addressed to Mrs. Zenob�a—or Mrs. Zeena—Frome, and
usually bear�ng consp�cuously �n the upper left-hand corner the
address of some manufacturer of patent med�c�ne and the name of
h�s spec�f�c. These documents my ne�ghbour would also pocket
w�thout a glance, as �f too much used to them to wonder at the�r
number and var�ety, and would then turn away w�th a s�lent nod to
the post-master.

Every one �n Starkf�eld knew h�m and gave h�m a greet�ng
tempered to h�s own grave m�en; but h�s tac�turn�ty was respected
and �t was only on rare occas�ons that one of the older men of the
place deta�ned h�m for a word. When th�s happened he would l�sten
qu�etly, h�s blue eyes on the speaker's face, and answer �n so low a
tone that h�s words never reached me; then he would cl�mb st�ffly
�nto h�s buggy, gather up the re�ns �n h�s left hand and dr�ve slowly
away �n the d�rect�on of h�s farm.

“It was a pretty bad smash-up?” I quest�oned Harmon, look�ng
after Frome's retreat�ng f�gure, and th�nk�ng how gallantly h�s lean
brown head, w�th �ts shock of l�ght ha�r, must have sat on h�s strong
shoulders before they were bent out of shape.

“Wust k�nd,” my �nformant assented. “More'n enough to k�ll most
men. But the Fromes are tough. Ethan'll l�kely touch a hundred.”

“Good God!” I excla�med. At the moment Ethan Frome, after
cl�mb�ng to h�s seat, had leaned over to assure h�mself of the
secur�ty of a wooden box—also w�th a drugg�st's label on �t—wh�ch
he had placed �n the back of the buggy, and I saw h�s face as �t
probably looked when he thought h�mself alone. “That man touch a
hundred? He looks as �f he was dead and �n hell now!”

Harmon drew a slab of tobacco from h�s pocket, cut off a wedge
and pressed �t �nto the leather pouch of h�s cheek. “Guess he's been
�n Starkf�eld too many w�nters. Most of the smart ones get away.”



“Why d�dn't he?”
“Somebody had to stay and care for the folks. There warn't ever

anybody but Ethan. Fust h�s father—then h�s mother—then h�s w�fe.”
“And then the smash-up?”
Harmon chuckled sardon�cally. “That's so. He had to stay then.”
“I see. And s�nce then they've had to care for h�m?”
Harmon thoughtfully passed h�s tobacco to the other cheek. “Oh,

as to that: I guess �t's always Ethan done the car�ng.”
Though Harmon Gow developed the tale as far as h�s mental and

moral reach perm�tted there were percept�ble gaps between h�s
facts, and I had the sense that the deeper mean�ng of the story was
�n the gaps. But one phrase stuck �n my memory and served as the
nucleus about wh�ch I grouped my subsequent �nferences: “Guess
he's been �n Starkf�eld too many w�nters.”

Before my own t�me there was up I had learned to know what that
meant. Yet I had come �n the degenerate day of trolley, b�cycle and
rural del�very, when commun�cat�on was easy between the scattered
mounta�n v�llages, and the b�gger towns �n the valleys, such as
Bettsbr�dge and Shadd's Falls, had l�brar�es, theatres and Y. M. C. A.
halls to wh�ch the youth of the h�lls could descend for recreat�on. But
when w�nter shut down on Starkf�eld and the v�llage lay under a
sheet of snow perpetually renewed from the pale sk�es, I began to
see what l�fe there—or rather �ts negat�on—must have been �n Ethan
Frome's young manhood.

I had been sent up by my employers on a job connected w�th the
b�g power-house at Corbury Junct�on, and a long-drawn carpenters'
str�ke had so delayed the work that I found myself anchored at
Starkf�eld—the nearest hab�table spot—for the best part of the
w�nter. I chafed at f�rst, and then, under the hypnot�s�ng effect of
rout�ne, gradually began to f�nd a gr�m sat�sfact�on �n the l�fe. Dur�ng
the early part of my stay I had been struck by the contrast between
the v�tal�ty of the cl�mate and the deadness of the commun�ty. Day by
day, after the December snows were over, a blaz�ng blue sky poured
down torrents of l�ght and a�r on the wh�te landscape, wh�ch gave
them back �n an �ntenser gl�tter. One would have supposed that such



an atmosphere must qu�cken the emot�ons as well as the blood; but
�t seemed to produce no change except that of retard�ng st�ll more
the slugg�sh pulse of Starkf�eld. When I had been there a l�ttle longer,
and had seen th�s phase of crystal clearness followed by long
stretches of sunless cold; when the storms of February had p�tched
the�r wh�te tents about the devoted v�llage and the w�ld cavalry of
March w�nds had charged down to the�r support; I began to
understand why Starkf�eld emerged from �ts s�x months' s�ege l�ke a
starved garr�son cap�tulat�ng w�thout quarter. Twenty years earl�er the
means of res�stance must have been far fewer, and the enemy �n
command of almost all the l�nes of access between the beleaguered
v�llages; and, cons�der�ng these th�ngs, I felt the s�n�ster force of
Harmon's phrase: “Most of the smart ones get away.” But �f that were
the case, how could any comb�nat�on of obstacles have h�ndered the
fl�ght of a man l�ke Ethan Frome?

Dur�ng my stay at Starkf�eld I lodged w�th a m�ddle-aged w�dow
colloqu�ally known as Mrs. Ned Hale. Mrs. Hale's father had been
the v�llage lawyer of the prev�ous generat�on, and “lawyer Varnum's
house,” where my landlady st�ll l�ved w�th her mother, was the most
cons�derable mans�on �n the v�llage. It stood at one end of the ma�n
street, �ts class�c port�co and small-paned w�ndows look�ng down a
flagged path between Norway spruces to the sl�m wh�te steeple of
the Congregat�onal church. It was clear that the Varnum fortunes
were at the ebb, but the two women d�d what they could to preserve
a decent d�gn�ty; and Mrs. Hale, �n part�cular, had a certa�n wan
ref�nement not out of keep�ng w�th her pale old-fash�oned house.

In the “best parlour,” w�th �ts black horse-ha�r and mahogany
weakly �llum�nated by a gurgl�ng Carcel lamp, I l�stened every
even�ng to another and more del�cately shaded vers�on of the
Starkf�eld chron�cle. It was not that Mrs. Ned Hale felt, or affected,
any soc�al super�or�ty to the people about her; �t was only that the
acc�dent of a f�ner sens�b�l�ty and a l�ttle more educat�on had put just
enough d�stance between herself and her ne�ghbours to enable her
to judge them w�th detachment. She was not unw�ll�ng to exerc�se
th�s faculty, and I had great hopes of gett�ng from her the m�ss�ng
facts of Ethan Frome's story, or rather such a key to h�s character as
should co-ord�nate the facts I knew. Her m�nd was a store-house of



�nnocuous anecdote and any quest�on about her acqua�ntances
brought forth a volume of deta�l; but on the subject of Ethan Frome I
found her unexpectedly ret�cent. There was no h�nt of d�sapproval �n
her reserve; I merely felt �n her an �nsurmountable reluctance to
speak of h�m or h�s affa�rs, a low “Yes, I knew them both... �t was
awful...” seem�ng to be the utmost concess�on that her d�stress could
make to my cur�os�ty.

So marked was the change �n her manner, such depths of sad
�n�t�at�on d�d �t �mply, that, w�th some doubts as to my del�cacy, I put
the case anew to my v�llage oracle, Harmon Gow; but got for my
pa�ns only an uncomprehend�ng grunt.

“Ruth Varnum was always as nervous as a rat; and, come to th�nk
of �t, she was the f�rst one to see 'em after they was p�cked up. It
happened r�ght below lawyer Varnum's, down at the bend of the
Corbury road, just round about the t�me that Ruth got engaged to
Ned Hale. The young folks was all fr�ends, and I guess she just can't
bear to talk about �t. She's had troubles enough of her own.”

All the dwellers �n Starkf�eld, as �n more notable commun�t�es, had
had troubles enough of the�r own to make them comparat�vely
�nd�fferent to those of the�r ne�ghbours; and though all conceded that
Ethan Frome's had been beyond the common measure, no one gave
me an explanat�on of the look �n h�s face wh�ch, as I pers�sted �n
th�nk�ng, ne�ther poverty nor phys�cal suffer�ng could have put there.
Nevertheless, I m�ght have contented myself w�th the story p�eced
together from these h�nts had �t not been for the provocat�on of Mrs.
Hale's s�lence, and—a l�ttle later—for the acc�dent of personal
contact w�th the man.

On my arr�val at Starkf�eld, Den�s Eady, the r�ch Ir�sh grocer, who
was the propr�etor of Starkf�eld's nearest approach to a l�very stable,
had entered �nto an agreement to send me over da�ly to Corbury
Flats, where I had to p�ck up my tra�n for the Junct�on. But about the
m�ddle of the w�nter Eady's horses fell �ll of a local ep�dem�c. The
�llness spread to the other Starkf�eld stables and for a day or two I
was put to �t to f�nd a means of transport. Then Harmon Gow
suggested that Ethan Frome's bay was st�ll on h�s legs and that h�s
owner m�ght be glad to dr�ve me over.



I stared at the suggest�on. “Ethan Frome? But I've never even
spoken to h�m. Why on earth should he put h�mself out for me?”

Harmon's answer surpr�sed me st�ll more. “I don't know as he
would; but I know he wouldn't be sorry to earn a dollar.”

I had been told that Frome was poor, and that the saw-m�ll and the
ar�d acres of h�s farm y�elded scarcely enough to keep h�s household
through the w�nter; but I had not supposed h�m to be �n such want as
Harmon's words �mpl�ed, and I expressed my wonder.

“Well, matters a�n't gone any too well w�th h�m,” Harmon sa�d.
“When a man's been sett�ng round l�ke a hulk for twenty years or
more, see�ng th�ngs that want do�ng, �t eats �nter h�m, and he loses
h�s gr�t. That Frome farm was always 'bout as bare's a m�lkpan when
the cat's been round; and you know what one of them old water-m�lls
�s wuth nowadays. When Ethan could sweat over 'em both from
sunup to dark he k�nder choked a l�v�ng out of 'em; but h�s folks ate
up most everyth�ng, even then, and I don't see how he makes out
now. Fust h�s father got a k�ck, out hay�ng, and went soft �n the bra�n,
and gave away money l�ke B�ble texts afore he d�ed. Then h�s
mother got queer and dragged along for years as weak as a baby;
and h�s w�fe Zeena, she's always been the greatest hand at
doctor�ng �n the county. S�ckness and trouble: that's what Ethan's
had h�s plate full up w�th, ever s�nce the very f�rst help�ng.”

The next morn�ng, when I looked out, I saw the hollow-backed bay
between the Varnum spruces, and Ethan Frome, throw�ng back h�s
worn bearsk�n, made room for me �n the sle�gh at h�s s�de. After that,
for a week, he drove me over every morn�ng to Corbury Flats, and
on my return �n the afternoon met me aga�n and carr�ed me back
through the �cy n�ght to Starkf�eld. The d�stance each way was barely
three m�les, but the old bay's pace was slow, and even w�th f�rm
snow under the runners we were nearly an hour on the way. Ethan
Frome drove �n s�lence, the re�ns loosely held �n h�s left hand, h�s
brown seamed prof�le, under the helmet-l�ke peak of the cap,
rel�eved aga�nst the banks of snow l�ke the bronze �mage of a hero.
He never turned h�s face to m�ne, or answered, except �n
monosyllables, the quest�ons I put, or such sl�ght pleasantr�es as I
ventured. He seemed a part of the mute melancholy landscape, an



�ncarnat�on of �ts frozen woe, w�th all that was warm and sent�ent �n
h�m fast bound below the surface; but there was noth�ng unfr�endly �n
h�s s�lence. I s�mply felt that he l�ved �n a depth of moral �solat�on too
remote for casual access, and I had the sense that h�s lonel�ness
was not merely the result of h�s personal pl�ght, trag�c as I guessed
that to be, but had �n �t, as Harmon Gow had h�nted, the profound
accumulated cold of many Starkf�eld w�nters.

Only once or tw�ce was the d�stance between us br�dged for a
moment; and the gl�mpses thus ga�ned conf�rmed my des�re to know
more. Once I happened to speak of an eng�neer�ng job I had been
on the prev�ous year �n Flor�da, and of the contrast between the
w�nter landscape about us and that �n wh�ch I had found myself the
year before; and to my surpr�se Frome sa�d suddenly: “Yes: I was
down there once, and for a good wh�le afterward I could call up the
s�ght of �t �n w�nter. But now �t's all snowed under.”

He sa�d no more, and I had to guess the rest from the �nflect�on of
h�s vo�ce and h�s sharp relapse �nto s�lence.

Another day, on gett�ng �nto my tra�n at the Flats, I m�ssed a
volume of popular sc�ence—I th�nk �t was on some recent
d�scover�es �n b�o-chem�stry—wh�ch I had carr�ed w�th me to read on
the way. I thought no more about �t t�ll I got �nto the sle�gh aga�n that
even�ng, and saw the book �n Frome's hand.

“I found �t after you were gone,” he sa�d.
I put the volume �nto my pocket and we dropped back �nto our

usual s�lence; but as we began to crawl up the long h�ll from Corbury
Flats to the Starkf�eld r�dge I became aware �n the dusk that he had
turned h�s face to m�ne.

“There are th�ngs �n that book that I d�dn't know the f�rst word
about,” he sa�d.

I wondered less at h�s words than at the queer note of resentment
�n h�s vo�ce. He was ev�dently surpr�sed and sl�ghtly aggr�eved at h�s
own �gnorance.

“Does that sort of th�ng �nterest you?” I asked.
“It used to.”



“There are one or two rather new th�ngs �n the book: there have
been some b�g str�des lately �n that part�cular l�ne of research.” I
wa�ted a moment for an answer that d�d not come; then I sa�d: “If
you'd l�ke to look the book through I'd be glad to leave �t w�th you.”

He hes�tated, and I had the �mpress�on that he felt h�mself about to
y�eld to a steal�ng t�de of �nert�a; then, “Thank you—I'll take �t,” he
answered shortly.

I hoped that th�s �nc�dent m�ght set up some more d�rect
commun�cat�on between us. Frome was so s�mple and
stra�ghtforward that I was sure h�s cur�os�ty about the book was
based on a genu�ne �nterest �n �ts subject. Such tastes and
acqu�rements �n a man of h�s cond�t�on made the contrast more
po�gnant between h�s outer s�tuat�on and h�s �nner needs, and I
hoped that the chance of g�v�ng express�on to the latter m�ght at least
unseal h�s l�ps. But someth�ng �n h�s past h�story, or �n h�s present
way of l�v�ng, had apparently dr�ven h�m too deeply �nto h�mself for
any casual �mpulse to draw h�m back to h�s k�nd. At our next meet�ng
he made no allus�on to the book, and our �ntercourse seemed fated
to rema�n as negat�ve and one-s�ded as �f there had been no break �n
h�s reserve.

Frome had been dr�v�ng me over to the Flats for about a week
when one morn�ng I looked out of my w�ndow �nto a th�ck snow-fall.
The he�ght of the wh�te waves massed aga�nst the garden-fence and
along the wall of the church showed that the storm must have been
go�ng on all n�ght, and that the dr�fts were l�kely to be heavy �n the
open. I thought �t probable that my tra�n would be delayed; but I had
to be at the power-house for an hour or two that afternoon, and I
dec�ded, �f Frome turned up, to push through to the Flats and wa�t
there t�ll my tra�n came �n. I don't know why I put �t �n the cond�t�onal,
however, for I never doubted that Frome would appear. He was not
the k�nd of man to be turned from h�s bus�ness by any commot�on of
the elements; and at the appo�nted hour h�s sle�gh gl�ded up through
the snow l�ke a stage-appar�t�on beh�nd th�cken�ng ve�ls of gauze.

I was gett�ng to know h�m too well to express e�ther wonder or
grat�tude at h�s keep�ng h�s appo�ntment; but I excla�med �n surpr�se



as I saw h�m turn h�s horse �n a d�rect�on oppos�te to that of the
Corbury road.

“The ra�lroad's blocked by a fre�ght-tra�n that got stuck �n a dr�ft
below the Flats,” he expla�ned, as we jogged off �nto the st�ng�ng
wh�teness.

“But look here—where are you tak�ng me, then?”
“Stra�ght to the Junct�on, by the shortest way,” he answered,

po�nt�ng up School House H�ll w�th h�s wh�p.
“To the Junct�on—�n th�s storm? Why, �t's a good ten m�les!”
“The bay'll do �t �f you g�ve h�m t�me. You sa�d you had some

bus�ness there th�s afternoon. I'll see you get there.”
He sa�d �t so qu�etly that I could only answer: “You're do�ng me the

b�ggest k�nd of a favour.”
“That's all r�ght,” he rejo�ned.
Abreast of the schoolhouse the road forked, and we d�pped down

a lane to the left, between hemlock boughs bent �nward to the�r
trunks by the we�ght of the snow. I had often walked that way on
Sundays, and knew that the sol�tary roof show�ng through bare
branches near the bottom of the h�ll was that of Frome's saw-m�ll. It
looked exan�mate enough, w�th �ts �dle wheel loom�ng above the
black stream dashed w�th yellow-wh�te spume, and �ts cluster of
sheds sagg�ng under the�r wh�te load. Frome d�d not even turn h�s
head as we drove by, and st�ll �n s�lence we began to mount the next
slope. About a m�le farther, on a road I had never travelled, we came
to an orchard of starved apple-trees wr�th�ng over a h�lls�de among
outcropp�ngs of slate that nuzzled up through the snow l�ke an�mals
push�ng out the�r noses to breathe. Beyond the orchard lay a f�eld or
two, the�r boundar�es lost under dr�fts; and above the f�elds, huddled
aga�nst the wh�te �mmens�t�es of land and sky, one of those lonely
New England farm-houses that make the landscape lonel�er.

“That's my place,” sa�d Frome, w�th a s�deway jerk of h�s lame
elbow; and �n the d�stress and oppress�on of the scene I d�d not
know what to answer. The snow had ceased, and a flash of watery
sunl�ght exposed the house on the slope above us �n all �ts pla�nt�ve
ugl�ness. The black wra�th of a dec�duous creeper flapped from the



porch, and the th�n wooden walls, under the�r worn coat of pa�nt,
seemed to sh�ver �n the w�nd that had r�sen w�th the ceas�ng of the
snow.

“The house was b�gger �n my father's t�me: I had to take down the
'L,' a wh�le back,” Frome cont�nued, check�ng w�th a tw�tch of the left
re�n the bay's ev�dent �ntent�on of turn�ng �n through the broken-down
gate.

I saw then that the unusually forlorn and stunted look of the house
was partly due to the loss of what �s known �n New England as the
“L”: that long deep-roofed adjunct usually bu�lt at r�ght angles to the
ma�n house, and connect�ng �t, by way of storerooms and tool-house,
w�th the wood-shed and cow-barn. Whether because of �ts symbol�c
sense, the �mage �t presents of a l�fe l�nked w�th the so�l, and
enclos�ng �n �tself the ch�ef sources of warmth and nour�shment, or
whether merely because of the consolatory thought that �t enables
the dwellers �n that harsh cl�mate to get to the�r morn�ng's work
w�thout fac�ng the weather, �t �s certa�n that the “L” rather than the
house �tself seems to be the centre, the actual hearth-stone of the
New England farm. Perhaps th�s connect�on of �deas, wh�ch had
often occurred to me �n my rambles about Starkf�eld, caused me to
hear a w�stful note �n Frome's words, and to see �n the d�m�n�shed
dwell�ng the �mage of h�s own shrunken body.

“We're k�nder s�de-tracked here now,” he added, “but there was
cons�derable pass�ng before the ra�lroad was carr�ed through to the
Flats.” He roused the lagg�ng bay w�th another tw�tch; then, as �f the
mere s�ght of the house had let me too deeply �nto h�s conf�dence for
any farther pretence of reserve, he went on slowly: “I've always set
down the worst of mother's trouble to that. When she got the
rheumat�sm so bad she couldn't move around she used to s�t up
there and watch the road by the hour; and one year, when they was
s�x months mend�ng the Bettsbr�dge p�ke after the floods, and
Harmon Gow had to br�ng h�s stage round th�s way, she p�cked up so
that she used to get down to the gate most days to see h�m. But after
the tra�ns begun runn�ng nobody ever come by here to speak of, and
mother never could get �t through her head what had happened, and
�t preyed on her r�ght along t�ll she d�ed.”



As we turned �nto the Corbury road the snow began to fall aga�n,
cutt�ng off our last gl�mpse of the house; and Frome's s�lence fell w�th
�t, lett�ng down between us the old ve�l of ret�cence. Th�s t�me the
w�nd d�d not cease w�th the return of the snow. Instead, �t sprang up
to a gale wh�ch now and then, from a tattered sky, flung pale sweeps
of sunl�ght over a landscape chaot�cally tossed. But the bay was as
good as Frome's word, and we pushed on to the Junct�on through
the w�ld wh�te scene.

In the afternoon the storm held off, and the clearness �n the west
seemed to my �nexper�enced eye the pledge of a fa�r even�ng. I
f�n�shed my bus�ness as qu�ckly as poss�ble, and we set out for
Starkf�eld w�th a good chance of gett�ng there for supper. But at
sunset the clouds gathered aga�n, br�ng�ng an earl�er n�ght, and the
snow began to fall stra�ght and stead�ly from a sky w�thout w�nd, �n a
soft un�versal d�ffus�on more confus�ng than the gusts and edd�es of
the morn�ng. It seemed to be a part of the th�cken�ng darkness, to be
the w�nter n�ght �tself descend�ng on us layer by layer.

The small ray of Frome's lantern was soon lost �n th�s smother�ng
med�um, �n wh�ch even h�s sense of d�rect�on, and the bay's hom�ng
�nst�nct, f�nally ceased to serve us. Two or three t�mes some ghostly
landmark sprang up to warn us that we were astray, and then was
sucked back �nto the m�st; and when we f�nally rega�ned our road the
old horse began to show s�gns of exhaust�on. I felt myself to blame
for hav�ng accepted Frome's offer, and after a short d�scuss�on I
persuaded h�m to let me get out of the sle�gh and walk along through
the snow at the bay's s�de. In th�s way we struggled on for another
m�le or two, and at last reached a po�nt where Frome, peer�ng �nto
what seemed to me formless n�ght, sa�d: “That's my gate down
yonder.”

The last stretch had been the hardest part of the way. The b�tter
cold and the heavy go�ng had nearly knocked the w�nd out of me,
and I could feel the horse's s�de t�ck�ng l�ke a clock under my hand.

“Look here, Frome,” I began, “there's no earthly use �n your go�ng
any farther—” but he �nterrupted me: “Nor you ne�ther. There's been
about enough of th�s for anybody.”



I understood that he was offer�ng me a n�ght's shelter at the farm,
and w�thout answer�ng I turned �nto the gate at h�s s�de, and followed
h�m to the barn, where I helped h�m to unharness and bed down the
t�red horse. When th�s was done he unhooked the lantern from the
sle�gh, stepped out aga�n �nto the n�ght, and called to me over h�s
shoulder: “Th�s way.”

Far off above us a square of l�ght trembled through the screen of
snow. Stagger�ng along �n Frome's wake I floundered toward �t, and
�n the darkness almost fell �nto one of the deep dr�fts aga�nst the
front of the house. Frome scrambled up the sl�ppery steps of the
porch, d�gg�ng a way through the snow w�th h�s heav�ly booted foot.
Then he l�fted h�s lantern, found the latch, and led the way �nto the
house. I went after h�m �nto a low unl�t passage, at the back of wh�ch
a ladder-l�ke sta�rcase rose �nto obscur�ty. On our r�ght a l�ne of l�ght
marked the door of the room wh�ch had sent �ts ray across the n�ght;
and beh�nd the door I heard a woman's vo�ce dron�ng querulously.

Frome stamped on the worn o�l-cloth to shake the snow from h�s
boots, and set down h�s lantern on a k�tchen cha�r wh�ch was the
only p�ece of furn�ture �n the hall. Then he opened the door.

“Come �n,” he sa�d; and as he spoke the dron�ng vo�ce grew st�ll...
It was that n�ght that I found the clue to Ethan Frome, and began

to put together th�s v�s�on of h�s story.



I
The v�llage lay under two feet of snow, w�th dr�fts at the w�ndy

corners. In a sky of �ron the po�nts of the D�pper hung l�ke �c�cles and
Or�on flashed h�s cold f�res. The moon had set, but the n�ght was so
transparent that the wh�te house-fronts between the elms looked
gray aga�nst the snow, clumps of bushes made black sta�ns on �t,
and the basement w�ndows of the church sent shafts of yellow l�ght
far across the endless undulat�ons.

Young Ethan Frome walked at a qu�ck pace along the deserted
street, past the bank and M�chael Eady's new br�ck store and Lawyer
Varnum's house w�th the two black Norway spruces at the gate.
Oppos�te the Varnum gate, where the road fell away toward the
Corbury valley, the church reared �ts sl�m wh�te steeple and narrow
per�style. As the young man walked toward �t the upper w�ndows
drew a black arcade along the s�de wall of the bu�ld�ng, but from the
lower open�ngs, on the s�de where the ground sloped steeply down
to the Corbury road, the l�ght shot �ts long bars, �llum�nat�ng many
fresh furrows �n the track lead�ng to the basement door, and
show�ng, under an adjo�n�ng shed, a l�ne of sle�ghs w�th heav�ly
blanketed horses.

The n�ght was perfectly st�ll, and the a�r so dry and pure that �t
gave l�ttle sensat�on of cold. The effect produced on Frome was
rather of a complete absence of atmosphere, as though noth�ng less
tenuous than ether �ntervened between the wh�te earth under h�s feet
and the metall�c dome overhead. “It's l�ke be�ng �n an exhausted
rece�ver,” he thought. Four or f�ve years earl�er he had taken a year's
course at a technolog�cal college at Worcester, and dabbled �n the
laboratory w�th a fr�endly professor of phys�cs; and the �mages
suppl�ed by that exper�ence st�ll cropped up, at unexpected
moments, through the totally d�fferent assoc�at�ons of thought �n
wh�ch he had s�nce been l�v�ng. H�s father's death, and the
m�sfortunes follow�ng �t, had put a premature end to Ethan's stud�es;



but though they had not gone far enough to be of much pract�cal use
they had fed h�s fancy and made h�m aware of huge cloudy
mean�ngs beh�nd the da�ly face of th�ngs.

As he strode along through the snow the sense of such mean�ngs
glowed �n h�s bra�n and m�ngled w�th the bod�ly flush produced by h�s
sharp tramp. At the end of the v�llage he paused before the darkened
front of the church. He stood there a moment, breath�ng qu�ckly, and
look�ng up and down the street, �n wh�ch not another f�gure moved.
The p�tch of the Corbury road, below lawyer Varnum's spruces, was
the favour�te coast�ng-ground of Starkf�eld, and on clear even�ngs the
church corner rang t�ll late w�th the shouts of the coasters; but to-
n�ght not a sled darkened the wh�teness of the long decl�v�ty. The
hush of m�dn�ght lay on the v�llage, and all �ts wak�ng l�fe was
gathered beh�nd the church w�ndows, from wh�ch stra�ns of dance-
mus�c flowed w�th the broad bands of yellow l�ght.

The young man, sk�rt�ng the s�de of the bu�ld�ng, went down the
slope toward the basement door. To keep out of range of the
reveal�ng rays from w�th�n he made a c�rcu�t through the untrodden
snow and gradually approached the farther angle of the basement
wall. Thence, st�ll hugg�ng the shadow, he edged h�s way caut�ously
forward to the nearest w�ndow, hold�ng back h�s stra�ght spare body
and cran�ng h�s neck t�ll he got a gl�mpse of the room.

Seen thus, from the pure and frosty darkness �n wh�ch he stood, �t
seemed to be seeth�ng �n a m�st of heat. The metal reflectors of the
gas-jets sent crude waves of l�ght aga�nst the wh�tewashed walls,
and the �ron flanks of the stove at the end of the hall looked as
though they were heav�ng w�th volcan�c f�res. The floor was thronged
w�th g�rls and young men. Down the s�de wall fac�ng the w�ndow
stood a row of k�tchen cha�rs from wh�ch the older women had just
r�sen. By th�s t�me the mus�c had stopped, and the mus�c�ans—a
f�ddler, and the young lady who played the harmon�um on Sundays—
were hast�ly refresh�ng themselves at one corner of the supper-table
wh�ch al�gned �ts devastated p�e-d�shes and �ce-cream saucers on
the platform at the end of the hall. The guests were prepar�ng to
leave, and the t�de had already set toward the passage where coats
and wraps were hung, when a young man w�th a spr�ghtly foot and a



shock of black ha�r shot �nto the m�ddle of the floor and clapped h�s
hands. The s�gnal took �nstant effect. The mus�c�ans hurr�ed to the�r
�nstruments, the dancers—some already half-muffled for departure—
fell �nto l�ne down each s�de of the room, the older spectators sl�pped
back to the�r cha�rs, and the l�vely young man, after d�v�ng about here
and there �n the throng, drew forth a g�rl who had already wound a
cherry-coloured “fasc�nator” about her head, and, lead�ng her up to
the end of the floor, wh�rled her down �ts length to the bound�ng tune
of a V�rg�n�a reel.

Frome's heart was beat�ng fast. He had been stra�n�ng for a
gl�mpse of the dark head under the cherry-coloured scarf and �t
vexed h�m that another eye should have been qu�cker than h�s. The
leader of the reel, who looked as �f he had Ir�sh blood �n h�s ve�ns,
danced well, and h�s partner caught h�s f�re. As she passed down the
l�ne, her l�ght f�gure sw�ng�ng from hand to hand �n c�rcles of
�ncreas�ng sw�ftness, the scarf flew off her head and stood out
beh�nd her shoulders, and Frome, at each turn, caught s�ght of her
laugh�ng pant�ng l�ps, the cloud of dark ha�r about her forehead, and
the dark eyes wh�ch seemed the only f�xed po�nts �n a maze of fly�ng
l�nes.

The dancers were go�ng faster and faster, and the mus�c�ans, to
keep up w�th them, belaboured the�r �nstruments l�ke jockeys lash�ng
the�r mounts on the home-stretch; yet �t seemed to the young man at
the w�ndow that the reel would never end. Now and then he turned
h�s eyes from the g�rl's face to that of her partner, wh�ch, �n the
exh�larat�on of the dance, had taken on a look of almost �mpudent
ownersh�p. Den�s Eady was the son of M�chael Eady, the amb�t�ous
Ir�sh grocer, whose suppleness and effrontery had g�ven Starkf�eld �ts
f�rst not�on of “smart” bus�ness methods, and whose new br�ck store
test�f�ed to the success of the attempt. H�s son seemed l�kely to
follow �n h�s steps, and was meanwh�le apply�ng the same arts to the
conquest of the Starkf�eld ma�denhood. H�therto Ethan Frome had
been content to th�nk h�m a mean fellow; but now he pos�t�vely
�nv�ted a horse-wh�pp�ng. It was strange that the g�rl d�d not seem
aware of �t: that she could l�ft her rapt face to her dancer's, and drop
her hands �nto h�s, w�thout appear�ng to feel the offence of h�s look
and touch.



Frome was �n the hab�t of walk�ng �nto Starkf�eld to fetch home h�s
w�fe's cous�n, Matt�e S�lver, on the rare even�ngs when some chance
of amusement drew her to the v�llage. It was h�s w�fe who had
suggested, when the g�rl came to l�ve w�th them, that such
opportun�t�es should be put �n her way. Matt�e S�lver came from
Stamford, and when she entered the Fromes' household to act as
her cous�n Zeena's a�d �t was thought best, as she came w�thout pay,
not to let her feel too sharp a contrast between the l�fe she had left
and the �solat�on of a Starkf�eld farm. But for th�s—as Frome
sardon�cally reflected—�t would hardly have occurred to Zeena to
take any thought for the g�rl's amusement.

When h�s w�fe f�rst proposed that they should g�ve Matt�e an
occas�onal even�ng out he had �nwardly demurred at hav�ng to do the
extra two m�les to the v�llage and back after h�s hard day on the farm;
but not long afterward he had reached the po�nt of w�sh�ng that
Starkf�eld m�ght g�ve all �ts n�ghts to revelry.

Matt�e S�lver had l�ved under h�s roof for a year, and from early
morn�ng t�ll they met at supper he had frequent chances of see�ng
her; but no moments �n her company were comparable to those
when, her arm �n h�s, and her l�ght step fly�ng to keep t�me w�th h�s
long str�de, they walked back through the n�ght to the farm. He had
taken to the g�rl from the f�rst day, when he had dr�ven over to the
Flats to meet her, and she had sm�led and waved to h�m from the
tra�n, cry�ng out, “You must be Ethan!” as she jumped down w�th her
bundles, wh�le he reflected, look�ng over her sl�ght person: “She
don't look much on housework, but she a�n't a fretter, anyhow.” But �t
was not only that the com�ng to h�s house of a b�t of hopeful young
l�fe was l�ke the l�ght�ng of a f�re on a cold hearth. The g�rl was more
than the br�ght serv�ceable creature he had thought her. She had an
eye to see and an ear to hear: he could show her th�ngs and tell her
th�ngs, and taste the bl�ss of feel�ng that all he �mparted left long
reverberat�ons and echoes he could wake at w�ll.

It was dur�ng the�r n�ght walks back to the farm that he felt most
�ntensely the sweetness of th�s commun�on. He had always been
more sens�t�ve than the people about h�m to the appeal of natural
beauty. H�s unf�n�shed stud�es had g�ven form to th�s sens�b�l�ty and



even �n h�s unhapp�est moments f�eld and sky spoke to h�m w�th a
deep and powerful persuas�on. But h�therto the emot�on had
rema�ned �n h�m as a s�lent ache, ve�l�ng w�th sadness the beauty
that evoked �t. He d�d not even know whether any one else �n the
world felt as he d�d, or whether he was the sole v�ct�m of th�s
mournful pr�v�lege. Then he learned that one other sp�r�t had
trembled w�th the same touch of wonder: that at h�s s�de, l�v�ng under
h�s roof and eat�ng h�s bread, was a creature to whom he could say:
“That's Or�on down yonder; the b�g fellow to the r�ght �s Aldebaran,
and the bunch of l�ttle ones—l�ke bees swarm�ng—they're the
Ple�ades...” or whom he could hold entranced before a ledge of
gran�te thrust�ng up through the fern wh�le he unrolled the huge
panorama of the �ce age, and the long d�m stretches of succeed�ng
t�me. The fact that adm�rat�on for h�s learn�ng m�ngled w�th Matt�e's
wonder at what he taught was not the least part of h�s pleasure. And
there were other sensat�ons, less def�nable but more exqu�s�te,
wh�ch drew them together w�th a shock of s�lent joy: the cold red of
sunset beh�nd w�nter h�lls, the fl�ght of cloud-flocks over slopes of
golden stubble, or the �ntensely blue shadows of hemlocks on sunl�t
snow. When she sa�d to h�m once: “It looks just as �f �t was pa�nted!”
�t seemed to Ethan that the art of def�n�t�on could go no farther, and
that words had at last been found to utter h�s secret soul....

As he stood �n the darkness outs�de the church these memor�es
came back w�th the po�gnancy of van�shed th�ngs. Watch�ng Matt�e
wh�rl down the floor from hand to hand he wondered how he could
ever have thought that h�s dull talk �nterested her. To h�m, who was
never gay but �n her presence, her ga�ety seemed pla�n proof of
�nd�fference. The face she l�fted to her dancers was the same wh�ch,
when she saw h�m, always looked l�ke a w�ndow that has caught the
sunset. He even not�ced two or three gestures wh�ch, �n h�s fatu�ty,
he had thought she kept for h�m: a way of throw�ng her head back
when she was amused, as �f to taste her laugh before she let �t out,
and a tr�ck of s�nk�ng her l�ds slowly when anyth�ng charmed or
moved her.

The s�ght made h�m unhappy, and h�s unhapp�ness roused h�s
latent fears. H�s w�fe had never shown any jealousy of Matt�e, but of
late she had grumbled �ncreas�ngly over the house-work and found



obl�que ways of attract�ng attent�on to the g�rl's �neff�c�ency. Zeena
had always been what Starkf�eld called “s�ckly,” and Frome had to
adm�t that, �f she were as a�l�ng as she bel�eved, she needed the
help of a stronger arm than the one wh�ch lay so l�ghtly �n h�s dur�ng
the n�ght walks to the farm. Matt�e had no natural turn for
housekeep�ng, and her tra�n�ng had done noth�ng to remedy the
defect. She was qu�ck to learn, but forgetful and dreamy, and not
d�sposed to take the matter ser�ously. Ethan had an �dea that �f she
were to marry a man she was fond of the dormant �nst�nct would
wake, and her p�es and b�scu�ts become the pr�de of the county; but
domest�c�ty �n the abstract d�d not �nterest her. At f�rst she was so
awkward that he could not help laugh�ng at her; but she laughed w�th
h�m and that made them better fr�ends. He d�d h�s best to
supplement her unsk�lled efforts, gett�ng up earl�er than usual to l�ght
the k�tchen f�re, carry�ng �n the wood overn�ght, and neglect�ng the
m�ll for the farm that he m�ght help her about the house dur�ng the
day. He even crept down on Saturday n�ghts to scrub the k�tchen
floor after the women had gone to bed; and Zeena, one day, had
surpr�sed h�m at the churn and had turned away s�lently, w�th one of
her queer looks.

Of late there had been other s�gns of her d�sfavour, as �ntang�ble
but more d�squ�et�ng. One cold w�nter morn�ng, as he dressed �n the
dark, h�s candle fl�cker�ng �n the draught of the �ll-f�tt�ng w�ndow, he
had heard her speak from the bed beh�nd h�m.

“The doctor don't want I should be left w�thout anybody to do for
me,” she sa�d �n her flat wh�ne.

He had supposed her to be asleep, and the sound of her vo�ce
had startled h�m, though she was g�ven to abrupt explos�ons of
speech after long �ntervals of secret�ve s�lence.

He turned and looked at her where she lay �nd�st�nctly outl�ned
under the dark cal�co qu�lt, her h�gh-boned face tak�ng a gray�sh
t�nge from the wh�teness of the p�llow.

“Nobody to do for you?” he repeated.
“If you say you can't afford a h�red g�rl when Matt�e goes.”
Frome turned away aga�n, and tak�ng up h�s razor stooped to

catch the reflect�on of h�s stretched cheek �n the blotched look�ng-



glass above the wash-stand.
“Why on earth should Matt�e go?”
“Well, when she gets marr�ed, I mean,” h�s w�fe's drawl came from

beh�nd h�m.
“Oh, she'd never leave us as long as you needed her,” he

returned, scrap�ng hard at h�s ch�n.
“I wouldn't ever have �t sa�d that I stood �n the way of a poor g�rl

l�ke Matt�e marry�ng a smart fellow l�ke Den�s Eady,” Zeena
answered �n a tone of pla�nt�ve self-effacement.

Ethan, glar�ng at h�s face �n the glass, threw h�s head back to draw
the razor from ear to ch�n. H�s hand was steady, but the att�tude was
an excuse for not mak�ng an �mmed�ate reply.

“And the doctor don't want I should be left w�thout anybody,”
Zeena cont�nued. “He wanted I should speak to you about a g�rl he's
heard about, that m�ght come—”

Ethan la�d down the razor and stra�ghtened h�mself w�th a laugh.
“Den�s Eady! If that's all, I guess there's no such hurry to look

round for a g�rl.”
“Well, I'd l�ke to talk to you about �t,” sa�d Zeena obst�nately.
He was gett�ng �nto h�s clothes �n fumbl�ng haste. “All r�ght. But I

haven't got the t�me now; I'm late as �t �s,” he returned, hold�ng h�s
old s�lver turn�p-watch to the candle.

Zeena, apparently accept�ng th�s as f�nal, lay watch�ng h�m �n
s�lence wh�le he pulled h�s suspenders over h�s shoulders and jerked
h�s arms �nto h�s coat; but as he went toward the door she sa�d,
suddenly and �nc�s�vely: “I guess you're always late, now you shave
every morn�ng.”

That thrust had fr�ghtened h�m more than any vague �ns�nuat�ons
about Den�s Eady. It was a fact that s�nce Matt�e S�lver's com�ng he
had taken to shav�ng every day; but h�s w�fe always seemed to be
asleep when he left her s�de �n the w�nter darkness, and he had
stup�dly assumed that she would not not�ce any change �n h�s
appearance. Once or tw�ce �n the past he had been fa�ntly d�squ�eted
by Zenob�a's way of lett�ng th�ngs happen w�thout seem�ng to remark



them, and then, weeks afterward, �n a casual phrase, reveal�ng that
she had all along taken her notes and drawn her �nferences. Of late,
however, there had been no room �n h�s thoughts for such vague
apprehens�ons. Zeena herself, from an oppress�ve real�ty, had faded
�nto an �nsubstant�al shade. All h�s l�fe was l�ved �n the s�ght and
sound of Matt�e S�lver, and he could no longer conce�ve of �ts be�ng
otherw�se. But now, as he stood outs�de the church, and saw Matt�e
sp�nn�ng down the floor w�th Den�s Eady, a throng of d�sregarded
h�nts and menaces wove the�r cloud about h�s bra�n....



II
As the dancers poured out of the hall Frome, draw�ng back beh�nd

the project�ng storm-door, watched the segregat�on of the
grotesquely muffled groups, �n wh�ch a mov�ng lantern ray now and
then l�t up a face flushed w�th food and danc�ng. The v�llagers, be�ng
afoot, were the f�rst to cl�mb the slope to the ma�n street, wh�le the
country ne�ghbours packed themselves more slowly �nto the sle�ghs
under the shed.

“A�n't you r�d�ng, Matt�e?” a woman's vo�ce called back from the
throng about the shed, and Ethan's heart gave a jump. From where
he stood he could not see the persons com�ng out of the hall t�ll they
had advanced a few steps beyond the wooden s�des of the storm-
door; but through �ts cracks he heard a clear vo�ce answer: “Mercy
no! Not on such a n�ght.”

She was there, then, close to h�m, only a th�n board between. In
another moment she would step forth �nto the n�ght, and h�s eyes,
accustomed to the obscur�ty, would d�scern her as clearly as though
she stood �n dayl�ght. A wave of shyness pulled h�m back �nto the
dark angle of the wall, and he stood there �n s�lence �nstead of
mak�ng h�s presence known to her. It had been one of the wonders
of the�r �ntercourse that from the f�rst, she, the qu�cker, f�ner, more
express�ve, �nstead of crush�ng h�m by the contrast, had g�ven h�m
someth�ng of her own ease and freedom; but now he felt as heavy
and lout�sh as �n h�s student days, when he had tr�ed to “jolly” the
Worcester g�rls at a p�cn�c.

He hung back, and she came out alone and paused w�th�n a few
yards of h�m. She was almost the last to leave the hall, and she
stood look�ng uncerta�nly about her as �f wonder�ng why he d�d not
show h�mself. Then a man's f�gure approached, com�ng so close to
her that under the�r formless wrapp�ngs they seemed merged �n one
d�m outl�ne.



“Gentleman fr�end gone back on you? Say, Matt, that's tough! No, I
wouldn't be mean enough to tell the other g�rls. I a�n't as low-down as
that.” (How Frome hated h�s cheap banter!) “But look at here, a�n't �t
lucky I got the old man's cutter down there wa�t�ng for us?”

Frome heard the g�rl's vo�ce, ga�ly �ncredulous: “What on earth's
your father's cutter do�n' down there?”

“Why, wa�t�ng for me to take a r�de. I got the roan colt too. I k�nder
knew I'd want to take a r�de to-n�ght,” Eady, �n h�s tr�umph, tr�ed to
put a sent�mental note �nto h�s bragg�ng vo�ce.

The g�rl seemed to waver, and Frome saw her tw�rl the end of her
scarf �rresolutely about her f�ngers. Not for the world would he have
made a s�gn to her, though �t seemed to h�m that h�s l�fe hung on her
next gesture.

“Hold on a m�nute wh�le I unh�tch the colt,” Den�s called to her,
spr�ng�ng toward the shed.

She stood perfectly st�ll, look�ng after h�m, �n an att�tude of tranqu�l
expectancy tortur�ng to the h�dden watcher. Frome not�ced that she
no longer turned her head from s�de to s�de, as though peer�ng
through the n�ght for another f�gure. She let Den�s Eady lead out the
horse, cl�mb �nto the cutter and fl�ng back the bearsk�n to make room
for her at h�s s�de; then, w�th a sw�ft mot�on of fl�ght, she turned about
and darted up the slope toward the front of the church.

“Good-bye! Hope you'll have a lovely r�de!” she called back to h�m
over her shoulder.

Den�s laughed, and gave the horse a cut that brought h�m qu�ckly
abreast of her retreat�ng f�gure.

“Come along! Get �n qu�ck! It's as sl�ppery as thunder on th�s turn,”
he cr�ed, lean�ng over to reach out a hand to her.

She laughed back at h�m: “Good-n�ght! I'm not gett�ng �n.”
By th�s t�me they had passed beyond Frome's earshot and he

could only follow the shadowy pantom�me of the�r s�lhouettes as they
cont�nued to move along the crest of the slope above h�m. He saw
Eady, after a moment, jump from the cutter and go toward the g�rl
w�th the re�ns over one arm. The other he tr�ed to sl�p through hers;
but she eluded h�m n�mbly, and Frome's heart, wh�ch had swung out



over a black vo�d, trembled back to safety. A moment later he heard
the j�ngle of depart�ng sle�gh bells and d�scerned a f�gure advanc�ng
alone toward the empty expanse of snow before the church.

In the black shade of the Varnum spruces he caught up w�th her
and she turned w�th a qu�ck “Oh!”

“Th�nk I'd forgotten you, Matt?” he asked w�th sheep�sh glee.
She answered ser�ously: “I thought maybe you couldn't come back

for me.”
“Couldn't? What on earth could stop me?”
“I knew Zeena wasn't feel�ng any too good to-day.”
“Oh, she's �n bed long ago.” He paused, a quest�on struggl�ng �n

h�m. “Then you meant to walk home all alone?”
“Oh, I a�n't afra�d!” she laughed.
They stood together �n the gloom of the spruces, an empty world

gl�mmer�ng about them w�de and grey under the stars. He brought
h�s quest�on out.

“If you thought I hadn't come, why d�dn't you r�de back w�th Den�s
Eady?”

“Why, where were you? How d�d you know? I never saw you!”
Her wonder and h�s laughter ran together l�ke spr�ng r�lls �n a thaw.

Ethan had the sense of hav�ng done someth�ng arch and �ngen�ous.
To prolong the effect he groped for a dazzl�ng phrase, and brought
out, �n a growl of rapture: “Come along.”

He sl�pped an arm through hers, as Eady had done, and fanc�ed �t
was fa�ntly pressed aga�nst her s�de, but ne�ther of them moved. It
was so dark under the spruces that he could barely see the shape of
her head bes�de h�s shoulder. He longed to stoop h�s cheek and rub
�t aga�nst her scarf. He would have l�ked to stand there w�th her all
n�ght �n the blackness. She moved forward a step or two and then
paused aga�n above the d�p of the Corbury road. Its �cy slope, scored
by �nnumerable runners, looked l�ke a m�rror scratched by travellers
at an �nn.

“There was a whole lot of them coast�ng before the moon set,” she
sa�d.



“Would you l�ke to come �n and coast w�th them some n�ght?” he
asked.

“Oh, would you, Ethan? It would be lovely!”
“We'll come to-morrow �f there's a moon.”
She l�ngered, press�ng closer to h�s s�de. “Ned Hale and Ruth

Varnum came just as near runn�ng �nto the b�g elm at the bottom. We
were all sure they were k�lled.” Her sh�ver ran down h�s arm.
“Wouldn't �t have been too awful? They're so happy!”

“Oh, Ned a�n't much at steer�ng. I guess I can take you down all
r�ght!” he sa�d d�sda�nfully.

He was aware that he was “talk�ng b�g,” l�ke Den�s Eady; but h�s
react�on of joy had unstead�ed h�m, and the �nflect�on w�th wh�ch she
had sa�d of the engaged couple “They're so happy!” made the words
sound as �f she had been th�nk�ng of herself and h�m.

“The elm �s dangerous, though. It ought to be cut down,” she
�ns�sted.

“Would you be afra�d of �t, w�th me?”
“I told you I a�n't the k�nd to be afra�d” she tossed back, almost

�nd�fferently; and suddenly she began to walk on w�th a rap�d step.
These alterat�ons of mood were the despa�r and joy of Ethan

Frome. The mot�ons of her m�nd were as �ncalculable as the fl�t of a
b�rd �n the branches. The fact that he had no r�ght to show h�s
feel�ngs, and thus provoke the express�on of hers, made h�m attach
a fantast�c �mportance to every change �n her look and tone. Now he
thought she understood h�m, and feared; now he was sure she d�d
not, and despa�red. To-n�ght the pressure of accumulated m�sg�v�ngs
sent the scale droop�ng toward despa�r, and her �nd�fference was the
more ch�ll�ng after the flush of joy �nto wh�ch she had plunged h�m by
d�sm�ss�ng Den�s Eady. He mounted School House H�ll at her s�de
and walked on �n s�lence t�ll they reached the lane lead�ng to the
saw-m�ll; then the need of some def�n�te assurance grew too strong
for h�m.

“You'd have found me r�ght off �f you hadn't gone back to have that
last reel w�th Den�s,” he brought out awkwardly. He could not
pronounce the name w�thout a st�ffen�ng of the muscles of h�s throat.



“Why, Ethan, how could I tell you were there?”
“I suppose what folks say �s true,” he jerked out at her, �nstead of

answer�ng.
She stopped short, and he felt, �n the darkness, that her face was

l�fted qu�ckly to h�s. “Why, what do folks say?”
“It's natural enough you should be leav�ng us” he floundered on,

follow�ng h�s thought.
“Is that what they say?” she mocked back at h�m; then, w�th a

sudden drop of her sweet treble: “You mean that Zeena—a�n't su�ted
w�th me any more?” she faltered.

The�r arms had sl�pped apart and they stood mot�onless, each
seek�ng to d�st�ngu�sh the other's face.

“I know I a�n't anyth�ng l�ke as smart as I ought to be,” she went
on, wh�le he va�nly struggled for express�on. “There's lots of th�ngs a
h�red g�rl could do that come awkward to me st�ll—and I haven't got
much strength �n my arms. But �f she'd only tell me I'd try. You know
she hardly ever says anyth�ng, and somet�mes I can see she a�n't
su�ted, and yet I don't know why.” She turned on h�m w�th a sudden
flash of �nd�gnat�on. “You'd ought to tell me, Ethan Frome—you'd
ought to! Unless you want me to go too—”

Unless he wanted her to go too! The cry was balm to h�s raw
wound. The �ron heavens seemed to melt and ra�n down sweetness.
Aga�n he struggled for the all-express�ve word, and aga�n, h�s arm �n
hers, found only a deep “Come along.”

They walked on �n s�lence through the blackness of the hemlock-
shaded lane, where Ethan's sawm�ll gloomed through the n�ght, and
out aga�n �nto the comparat�ve clearness of the f�elds. On the farther
s�de of the hemlock belt the open country rolled away before them
grey and lonely under the stars. Somet�mes the�r way led them under
the shade of an overhang�ng bank or through the th�n obscur�ty of a
clump of leafless trees. Here and there a farmhouse stood far back
among the f�elds, mute and cold as a grave-stone. The n�ght was so
st�ll that they heard the frozen snow crackle under the�r feet. The
crash of a loaded branch fall�ng far off �n the woods reverberated l�ke



a musket-shot, and once a fox barked, and Matt�e shrank closer to
Ethan, and qu�ckened her steps.

At length they s�ghted the group of larches at Ethan's gate, and as
they drew near �t the sense that the walk was over brought back h�s
words.

“Then you don't want to leave us, Matt?”
He had to stoop h�s head to catch her st�fled wh�sper: “Where'd I

go, �f I d�d?”
The answer sent a pang through h�m but the tone suffused h�m

w�th joy. He forgot what else he had meant to say and pressed her
aga�nst h�m so closely that he seemed to feel her warmth �n h�s
ve�ns.

“You a�n't cry�ng are you, Matt?”
“No, of course I'm not,” she quavered.
They turned �n at the gate and passed under the shaded knoll

where, enclosed �n a low fence, the Frome grave-stones slanted at
crazy angles through the snow. Ethan looked at them cur�ously. For
years that qu�et company had mocked h�s restlessness, h�s des�re
for change and freedom. “We never got away—how should you?”
seemed to be wr�tten on every headstone; and whenever he went �n
or out of h�s gate he thought w�th a sh�ver: “I shall just go on l�v�ng
here t�ll I jo�n them.” But now all des�re for change had van�shed, and
the s�ght of the l�ttle enclosure gave h�m a warm sense of
cont�nuance and stab�l�ty.

“I guess we'll never let you go, Matt,” he wh�spered, as though
even the dead, lovers once, must consp�re w�th h�m to keep her; and
brush�ng by the graves, he thought: “We'll always go on l�v�ng here
together, and some day she'll l�e there bes�de me.”

He let the v�s�on possess h�m as they cl�mbed the h�ll to the house.
He was never so happy w�th her as when he abandoned h�mself to
these dreams. Half-way up the slope Matt�e stumbled aga�nst some
unseen obstruct�on and clutched h�s sleeve to steady herself. The
wave of warmth that went through h�m was l�ke the prolongat�on of
h�s v�s�on. For the f�rst t�me he stole h�s arm about her, and she d�d



not res�st. They walked on as �f they were float�ng on a summer
stream.

Zeena always went to bed as soon as she had had her supper,
and the shutterless w�ndows of the house were dark. A dead
cucumber-v�ne dangled from the porch l�ke the crape streamer t�ed
to the door for a death, and the thought flashed through Ethan's
bra�n: “If �t was there for Zeena—” Then he had a d�st�nct s�ght of h�s
w�fe ly�ng �n the�r bedroom asleep, her mouth sl�ghtly open, her false
teeth �n a tumbler by the bed...

They walked around to the back of the house, between the r�g�d
gooseberry bushes. It was Zeena's hab�t, when they came back late
from the v�llage, to leave the key of the k�tchen door under the mat.
Ethan stood before the door, h�s head heavy w�th dreams, h�s arm
st�ll about Matt�e. “Matt—” he began, not know�ng what he meant to
say.

She sl�pped out of h�s hold w�thout speak�ng, and he stooped
down and felt for the key.

“It's not there!” he sa�d, stra�ghten�ng h�mself w�th a start.
They stra�ned the�r eyes at each other through the �cy darkness.

Such a th�ng had never happened before.
“Maybe she's forgotten �t,” Matt�e sa�d �n a tremulous wh�sper; but

both of them knew that �t was not l�ke Zeena to forget.
“It m�ght have fallen off �nto the snow,” Matt�e cont�nued, after a

pause dur�ng wh�ch they had stood �ntently l�sten�ng.
“It must have been pushed off, then,” he rejo�ned �n the same tone.

Another w�ld thought tore through h�m. What �f tramps had been
there—what �f...

Aga�n he l�stened, fancy�ng he heard a d�stant sound �n the house;
then he felt �n h�s pocket for a match, and kneel�ng down, passed �ts
l�ght slowly over the rough edges of snow about the doorstep.

He was st�ll kneel�ng when h�s eyes, on a level w�th the lower
panel of the door, caught a fa�nt ray beneath �t. Who could be st�rr�ng
�n that s�lent house? He heard a step on the sta�rs, and aga�n for an
�nstant the thought of tramps tore through h�m. Then the door
opened and he saw h�s w�fe.



Aga�nst the dark background of the k�tchen she stood up tall and
angular, one hand draw�ng a qu�lted counterpane to her flat breast,
wh�le the other held a lamp. The l�ght, on a level w�th her ch�n, drew
out of the darkness her puckered throat and the project�ng wr�st of
the hand that clutched the qu�lt, and deepened fantast�cally the
hollows and prom�nences of her h�gh-boned face under �ts r�ng of
cr�mp�ng-p�ns. To Ethan, st�ll �n the rosy haze of h�s hour w�th Matt�e,
the s�ght came w�th the �ntense prec�s�on of the last dream before
wak�ng. He felt as �f he had never before known what h�s w�fe looked
l�ke.

She drew as�de w�thout speak�ng, and Matt�e and Ethan passed
�nto the k�tchen, wh�ch had the deadly ch�ll of a vault after the dry
cold of the n�ght.

“Guess you forgot about us, Zeena,” Ethan joked, stamp�ng the
snow from h�s boots.

“No. I just felt so mean I couldn't sleep.”
Matt�e came forward, unw�nd�ng her wraps, the colour of the

cherry scarf �n her fresh l�ps and cheeks. “I'm so sorry, Zeena! Isn't
there anyth�ng I can do?”

“No; there's noth�ng.” Zeena turned away from her. “You m�ght 'a'
shook off that snow outs�de,” she sa�d to her husband.

She walked out of the k�tchen ahead of them and paus�ng �n the
hall ra�sed the lamp at arm's-length, as �f to l�ght them up the sta�rs.

Ethan paused also, affect�ng to fumble for the peg on wh�ch he
hung h�s coat and cap. The doors of the two bedrooms faced each
other across the narrow upper land�ng, and to-n�ght �t was pecul�arly
repugnant to h�m that Matt�e should see h�m follow Zeena.

“I guess I won't come up yet awh�le,” he sa�d, turn�ng as �f to go
back to the k�tchen.

Zeena stopped short and looked at h�m. “For the land's sake—
what you go�ng to do down here?”

“I've got the m�ll accounts to go over.”
She cont�nued to stare at h�m, the flame of the unshaded lamp

br�ng�ng out w�th m�croscop�c cruelty the fretful l�nes of her face.



“At th�s t�me o' n�ght? You'll ketch your death. The f�re's out long
ago.”

W�thout answer�ng he moved away toward the k�tchen. As he d�d
so h�s glance crossed Matt�e's and he fanc�ed that a fug�t�ve warn�ng
gleamed through her lashes. The next moment they sank to her
flushed cheeks and she began to mount the sta�rs ahead of Zeena.

“That's so. It �s powerful cold down here,” Ethan assented; and
w�th lowered head he went up �n h�s w�fe's wake, and followed her
across the threshold of the�r room.





III
There was some haul�ng to be done at the lower end of the wood-

lot, and Ethan was out early the next day.
The w�nter morn�ng was as clear as crystal. The sunr�se burned

red �n a pure sky, the shadows on the r�m of the wood-lot were darkly
blue, and beyond the wh�te and sc�nt�llat�ng f�elds patches of far-off
forest hung l�ke smoke.

It was �n the early morn�ng st�llness, when h�s muscles were
sw�ng�ng to the�r fam�l�ar task and h�s lungs expand�ng w�th long
draughts of mounta�n a�r, that Ethan d�d h�s clearest th�nk�ng. He and
Zeena had not exchanged a word after the door of the�r room had
closed on them. She had measured out some drops from a
med�c�ne-bottle on a cha�r by the bed and, after swallow�ng them,
and wrapp�ng her head �n a p�ece of yellow flannel, had la�n down
w�th her face turned away. Ethan undressed hurr�edly and blew out
the l�ght so that he should not see her when he took h�s place at her
s�de. As he lay there he could hear Matt�e mov�ng about �n her room,
and her candle, send�ng �ts small ray across the land�ng, drew a
scarcely percept�ble l�ne of l�ght under h�s door. He kept h�s eyes
f�xed on the l�ght t�ll �t van�shed. Then the room grew perfectly black,
and not a sound was aud�ble but Zeena's asthmat�c breath�ng. Ethan
felt confusedly that there were many th�ngs he ought to th�nk about,
but through h�s t�ngl�ng ve�ns and t�red bra�n only one sensat�on
throbbed: the warmth of Matt�e's shoulder aga�nst h�s. Why had he
not k�ssed her when he held her there? A few hours earl�er he would
not have asked h�mself the quest�on. Even a few m�nutes earl�er,
when they had stood alone outs�de the house, he would not have
dared to th�nk of k�ss�ng her. But s�nce he had seen her l�ps �n the
lampl�ght he felt that they were h�s.

Now, �n the br�ght morn�ng a�r, her face was st�ll before h�m. It was
part of the sun's red and of the pure gl�tter on the snow. How the g�rl
had changed s�nce she had come to Starkf�eld! He remembered



what a colourless sl�p of a th�ng she had looked the day he had met
her at the stat�on. And all the f�rst w�nter, how she had sh�vered w�th
cold when the northerly gales shook the th�n clapboards and the
snow beat l�ke ha�l aga�nst the loose-hung w�ndows!

He had been afra�d that she would hate the hard l�fe, the cold and
lonel�ness; but not a s�gn of d�scontent escaped her. Zeena took the
v�ew that Matt�e was bound to make the best of Starkf�eld s�nce she
hadn't any other place to go to; but th�s d�d not str�ke Ethan as
conclus�ve. Zeena, at any rate, d�d not apply the pr�nc�ple �n her own
case.

He felt all the more sorry for the g�rl because m�sfortune had, �n a
sense, �ndentured her to them. Matt�e S�lver was the daughter of a
cous�n of Zenob�a Frome's, who had �nflamed h�s clan w�th m�ngled
sent�ments of envy and adm�rat�on by descend�ng from the h�lls to
Connect�cut, where he had marr�ed a Stamford g�rl and succeeded to
her father's thr�v�ng “drug” bus�ness. Unhapp�ly Or�n S�lver, a man of
far-reach�ng a�ms, had d�ed too soon to prove that the end just�f�es
the means. H�s accounts revealed merely what the means had been;
and these were such that �t was fortunate for h�s w�fe and daughter
that h�s books were exam�ned only after h�s �mpress�ve funeral. H�s
w�fe d�ed of the d�sclosure, and Matt�e, at twenty, was left alone to
make her way on the f�fty dollars obta�ned from the sale of her p�ano.
For th�s purpose her equ�pment, though var�ed, was �nadequate. She
could tr�m a hat, make molasses candy, rec�te “Curfew shall not r�ng
to-n�ght,” and play “The Lost Chord” and a pot-pourr� from “Carmen.”
When she tr�ed to extend the f�eld of her act�v�t�es �n the d�rect�on of
stenography and book-keep�ng her health broke down, and s�x
months on her feet beh�nd the counter of a department store d�d not
tend to restore �t. Her nearest relat�ons had been �nduced to place
the�r sav�ngs �n her father's hands, and though, after h�s death, they
ungrudg�ngly acqu�tted themselves of the Chr�st�an duty of return�ng
good for ev�l by g�v�ng h�s daughter all the adv�ce at the�r d�sposal,
they could hardly be expected to supplement �t by mater�al a�d. But
when Zenob�a's doctor recommended her look�ng about for some
one to help her w�th the house-work the clan �nstantly saw the
chance of exact�ng a compensat�on from Matt�e. Zenob�a, though
doubtful of the g�rl's eff�c�ency, was tempted by the freedom to f�nd



fault w�thout much r�sk of los�ng her; and so Matt�e came to
Starkf�eld.

Zenob�a's fault-f�nd�ng was of the s�lent k�nd, but not the less
penetrat�ng for that. Dur�ng the f�rst months Ethan alternately burned
w�th the des�re to see Matt�e defy her and trembled w�th fear of the
result. Then the s�tuat�on grew less stra�ned. The pure a�r, and the
long summer hours �n the open, gave back l�fe and elast�c�ty to
Matt�e, and Zeena, w�th more le�sure to devote to her complex
a�lments, grew less watchful of the g�rl's om�ss�ons; so that Ethan,
struggl�ng on under the burden of h�s barren farm and fa�l�ng saw-
m�ll, could at least �mag�ne that peace re�gned �n h�s house.

There was really, even now, no tang�ble ev�dence to the contrary;
but s�nce the prev�ous n�ght a vague dread had hung on h�s sky-l�ne.
It was formed of Zeena's obst�nate s�lence, of Matt�e's sudden look of
warn�ng, of the memory of just such fleet�ng �mpercept�ble s�gns as
those wh�ch told h�m, on certa�n sta�nless morn�ngs, that before n�ght
there would be ra�n.

H�s dread was so strong that, man-l�ke, he sought to postpone
certa�nty. The haul�ng was not over t�ll m�d-day, and as the lumber
was to be del�vered to Andrew Hale, the Starkf�eld bu�lder, �t was
really eas�er for Ethan to send Jotham Powell, the h�red man, back to
the farm on foot, and dr�ve the load down to the v�llage h�mself. He
had scrambled up on the logs, and was s�tt�ng astr�de of them, close
over h�s shaggy grays, when, com�ng between h�m and the�r
stream�ng necks, he had a v�s�on of the warn�ng look that Matt�e had
g�ven h�m the n�ght before.

“If there's go�ng to be any trouble I want to be there,” was h�s
vague reflect�on, as he threw to Jotham the unexpected order to
unh�tch the team and lead them back to the barn.

It was a slow trudge home through the heavy f�elds, and when the
two men entered the k�tchen Matt�e was l�ft�ng the coffee from the
stove and Zeena was already at the table. Her husband stopped
short at s�ght of her. Instead of her usual cal�co wrapper and kn�tted
shawl she wore her best dress of brown mer�no, and above her th�n
strands of ha�r, wh�ch st�ll preserved the t�ght undulat�ons of the
cr�mp�ng-p�ns, rose a hard perpend�cular bonnet, as to wh�ch Ethan's



clearest not�on was that he had to pay f�ve dollars for �t at the
Bettsbr�dge Empor�um. On the floor bes�de her stood h�s old val�se
and a bandbox wrapped �n newspapers.

“Why, where are you go�ng, Zeena?” he excla�med.
“I've got my shoot�ng pa�ns so bad that I'm go�ng over to

Bettsbr�dge to spend the n�ght w�th Aunt Martha P�erce and see that
new doctor,” she answered �n a matter-of-fact tone, as �f she had
sa�d she was go�ng �nto the store-room to take a look at the
preserves, or up to the att�c to go over the blankets.

In sp�te of her sedentary hab�ts such abrupt dec�s�ons were not
w�thout precedent �n Zeena's h�story. Tw�ce or thr�ce before she had
suddenly packed Ethan's val�se and started off to Bettsbr�dge, or
even Spr�ngf�eld, to seek the adv�ce of some new doctor, and her
husband had grown to dread these exped�t�ons because of the�r
cost. Zeena always came back laden w�th expens�ve remed�es, and
her last v�s�t to Spr�ngf�eld had been commemorated by her pay�ng
twenty dollars for an electr�c battery of wh�ch she had never been
able to learn the use. But for the moment h�s sense of rel�ef was so
great as to preclude all other feel�ngs. He had now no doubt that
Zeena had spoken the truth �n say�ng, the n�ght before, that she had
sat up because she felt “too mean” to sleep: her abrupt resolve to
seek med�cal adv�ce showed that, as usual, she was wholly
absorbed �n her health.

As �f expect�ng a protest, she cont�nued pla�nt�vely; “If you're too
busy w�th the haul�ng I presume you can let Jotham Powell dr�ve me
over w�th the sorrel �n t�me to ketch the tra�n at the Flats.”

Her husband hardly heard what she was say�ng. Dur�ng the w�nter
months there was no stage between Starkf�eld and Bettsbr�dge, and
the tra�ns wh�ch stopped at Corbury Flats were slow and �nfrequent.
A rap�d calculat�on showed Ethan that Zeena could not be back at
the farm before the follow�ng even�ng....

“If I'd supposed you'd 'a' made any object�on to Jotham Powell's
dr�v�ng me over—” she began aga�n, as though h�s s�lence had
�mpl�ed refusal. On the br�nk of departure she was always se�zed
w�th a flux of words. “All I know �s,” she cont�nued, “I can't go on the
way I am much longer. The pa�ns are clear away down to my ankles



now, or I'd 'a' walked �n to Starkf�eld on my own feet, sooner'n put
you out, and asked M�chael Eady to let me r�de over on h�s wagon to
the Flats, when he sends to meet the tra�n that br�ngs h�s grocer�es.
I'd 'a' had two hours to wa�t �n the stat�on, but I'd sooner 'a' done �t,
even w�th th�s cold, than to have you say—”

“Of course Jotham'll dr�ve you over,” Ethan roused h�mself to
answer. He became suddenly consc�ous that he was look�ng at
Matt�e wh�le Zeena talked to h�m, and w�th an effort he turned h�s
eyes to h�s w�fe. She sat oppos�te the w�ndow, and the pale l�ght
reflected from the banks of snow made her face look more than
usually drawn and bloodless, sharpened the three parallel creases
between ear and cheek, and drew querulous l�nes from her th�n nose
to the corners of her mouth. Though she was but seven years her
husband's sen�or, and he was only twenty-e�ght, she was already an
old woman.

Ethan tr�ed to say someth�ng bef�tt�ng the occas�on, but there was
only one thought �n h�s m�nd: the fact that, for the f�rst t�me s�nce
Matt�e had come to l�ve w�th them, Zeena was to be away for a n�ght.
He wondered �f the g�rl were th�nk�ng of �t too....

He knew that Zeena must be wonder�ng why he d�d not offer to
dr�ve her to the Flats and let Jotham Powell take the lumber to
Starkf�eld, and at f�rst he could not th�nk of a pretext for not do�ng so;
then he sa�d: “I'd take you over myself, only I've got to collect the
cash for the lumber.”

As soon as the words were spoken he regretted them, not only
because they were untrue—there be�ng no prospect of h�s rece�v�ng
cash payment from Hale—but also because he knew from
exper�ence the �mprudence of lett�ng Zeena th�nk he was �n funds on
the eve of one of her therapeut�c excurs�ons. At the moment,
however, h�s one des�re was to avo�d the long dr�ve w�th her beh�nd
the anc�ent sorrel who never went out of a walk.

Zeena made no reply: she d�d not seem to hear what he had sa�d.
She had already pushed her plate as�de, and was measur�ng out a
draught from a large bottle at her elbow.

“It a�n't done me a speck of good, but I guess I m�ght as well use �t
up,” she remarked; add�ng, as she pushed the empty bottle toward



Matt�e: “If you can get the taste out �t'll do for p�ckles.”



IV
As soon as h�s w�fe had dr�ven off Ethan took h�s coat and cap

from the peg. Matt�e was wash�ng up the d�shes, humm�ng one of the
dance tunes of the n�ght before. He sa�d “So long, Matt,” and she
answered ga�ly “So long, Ethan”; and that was all.

It was warm and br�ght �n the k�tchen. The sun slanted through the
south w�ndow on the g�rl's mov�ng f�gure, on the cat doz�ng �n a cha�r,
and on the geran�ums brought �n from the door-way, where Ethan
had planted them �n the summer to “make a garden” for Matt�e. He
would have l�ked to l�nger on, watch�ng her t�dy up and then settle
down to her sew�ng; but he wanted st�ll more to get the haul�ng done
and be back at the farm before n�ght.

All the way down to the v�llage he cont�nued to th�nk of h�s return
to Matt�e. The k�tchen was a poor place, not “spruce” and sh�n�ng as
h�s mother had kept �t �n h�s boyhood; but �t was surpr�s�ng what a
homel�ke look the mere fact of Zeena's absence gave �t. And he
p�ctured what �t would be l�ke that even�ng, when he and Matt�e were
there after supper. For the f�rst t�me they would be alone together
�ndoors, and they would s�t there, one on each s�de of the stove, l�ke
a marr�ed couple, he �n h�s stock�ng feet and smok�ng h�s p�pe, she
laugh�ng and talk�ng �n that funny way she had, wh�ch was always as
new to h�m as �f he had never heard her before.

The sweetness of the p�cture, and the rel�ef of know�ng that h�s
fears of “trouble” w�th Zeena were unfounded, sent up h�s sp�r�ts w�th
a rush, and he, who was usually so s�lent, wh�stled and sang aloud
as he drove through the snowy f�elds. There was �n h�m a slumber�ng
spark of soc�ab�l�ty wh�ch the long Starkf�eld w�nters had not yet
ext�ngu�shed. By nature grave and �nart�culate, he adm�red
recklessness and ga�ety �n others and was warmed to the marrow by
fr�endly human �ntercourse. At Worcester, though he had the name
of keep�ng to h�mself and not be�ng much of a hand at a good t�me,
he had secretly glor�ed �n be�ng clapped on the back and ha�led as



“Old Ethe” or “Old St�ff”; and the cessat�on of such fam�l�ar�t�es had
�ncreased the ch�ll of h�s return to Starkf�eld.

There the s�lence had deepened about h�m year by year. Left
alone, after h�s father's acc�dent, to carry the burden of farm and m�ll,
he had had no t�me for conv�v�al lo�ter�ngs �n the v�llage; and when
h�s mother fell �ll the lonel�ness of the house grew more oppress�ve
than that of the f�elds. H�s mother had been a talker �n her day, but
after her “trouble” the sound of her vo�ce was seldom heard, though
she had not lost the power of speech. Somet�mes, �n the long w�nter
even�ngs, when �n desperat�on her son asked her why she d�dn't
“say someth�ng,” she would l�ft a f�nger and answer: “Because I'm
l�sten�ng”; and on stormy n�ghts, when the loud w�nd was about the
house, she would compla�n, �f he spoke to her: “They're talk�ng so
out there that I can't hear you.”

It was only when she drew toward her last �llness, and h�s cous�n
Zenob�a P�erce came over from the next valley to help h�m nurse her,
that human speech was heard aga�n �n the house. After the mortal
s�lence of h�s long �mpr�sonment Zeena's volub�l�ty was mus�c �n h�s
ears. He felt that he m�ght have “gone l�ke h�s mother” �f the sound of
a new vo�ce had not come to steady h�m. Zeena seemed to
understand h�s case at a glance. She laughed at h�m for not know�ng
the s�mplest s�ck-bed dut�es and told h�m to “go r�ght along out” and
leave her to see to th�ngs. The mere fact of obey�ng her orders, of
feel�ng free to go about h�s bus�ness aga�n and talk w�th other men,
restored h�s shaken balance and magn�f�ed h�s sense of what he
owed her. Her eff�c�ency shamed and dazzled h�m. She seemed to
possess by �nst�nct all the household w�sdom that h�s long
apprent�cesh�p had not �nst�lled �n h�m. When the end came �t was
she who had to tell h�m to h�tch up and go for the undertaker, and
she thought �t “funny” that he had not settled beforehand who was to
have h�s mother's clothes and the sew�ng-mach�ne. After the funeral,
when he saw her prepar�ng to go away, he was se�zed w�th an
unreason�ng dread of be�ng left alone on the farm; and before he
knew what he was do�ng he had asked her to stay there w�th h�m. He
had often thought s�nce that �t would not have happened �f h�s
mother had d�ed �n spr�ng �nstead of w�nter...



When they marr�ed �t was agreed that, as soon as he could
stra�ghten out the d�ff�cult�es result�ng from Mrs. Frome's long �llness,
they would sell the farm and saw-m�ll and try the�r luck �n a large
town. Ethan's love of nature d�d not take the form of a taste for
agr�culture. He had always wanted to be an eng�neer, and to l�ve �n
towns, where there were lectures and b�g l�brar�es and “fellows do�ng
th�ngs.” A sl�ght eng�neer�ng job �n Flor�da, put �n h�s way dur�ng h�s
per�od of study at Worcester, �ncreased h�s fa�th �n h�s ab�l�ty as well
as h�s eagerness to see the world; and he felt sure that, w�th a
“smart” w�fe l�ke Zeena, �t would not be long before he had made
h�mself a place �n �t.

Zeena's nat�ve v�llage was sl�ghtly larger and nearer to the ra�lway
than Starkf�eld, and she had let her husband see from the f�rst that
l�fe on an �solated farm was not what she had expected when she
marr�ed. But purchasers were slow �n com�ng, and wh�le he wa�ted
for them Ethan learned the �mposs�b�l�ty of transplant�ng her. She
chose to look down on Starkf�eld, but she could not have l�ved �n a
place wh�ch looked down on her. Even Bettsbr�dge or Shadd's Falls
would not have been suff�c�ently aware of her, and �n the greater
c�t�es wh�ch attracted Ethan she would have suffered a complete loss
of �dent�ty. And w�th�n a year of the�r marr�age she developed the
“s�ckl�ness” wh�ch had s�nce made her notable even �n a commun�ty
r�ch �n patholog�cal �nstances. When she came to take care of h�s
mother she had seemed to Ethan l�ke the very gen�us of health, but
he soon saw that her sk�ll as a nurse had been acqu�red by the
absorbed observat�on of her own symptoms.

Then she too fell s�lent. Perhaps �t was the �nev�table effect of l�fe
on the farm, or perhaps, as she somet�mes sa�d, �t was because
Ethan “never l�stened.” The charge was not wholly unfounded. When
she spoke �t was only to compla�n, and to compla�n of th�ngs not �n
h�s power to remedy; and to check a tendency to �mpat�ent retort he
had f�rst formed the hab�t of not answer�ng her, and f�nally of th�nk�ng
of other th�ngs wh�le she talked. Of late, however, s�nce he had
reasons for observ�ng her more closely, her s�lence had begun to
trouble h�m. He recalled h�s mother's grow�ng tac�turn�ty, and
wondered �f Zeena were also turn�ng “queer.” Women d�d, he knew.
Zeena, who had at her f�ngers' ends the patholog�cal chart of the



whole reg�on, had c�ted many cases of the k�nd wh�le she was
nurs�ng h�s mother; and he h�mself knew of certa�n lonely farm-
houses �n the ne�ghbourhood where str�cken creatures p�ned, and of
others where sudden tragedy had come of the�r presence. At t�mes,
look�ng at Zeena's shut face, he felt the ch�ll of such forebod�ngs. At
other t�mes her s�lence seemed del�berately assumed to conceal far-
reach�ng �ntent�ons, myster�ous conclus�ons drawn from susp�c�ons
and resentments �mposs�ble to guess. That suppos�t�on was even
more d�sturb�ng than the other; and �t was the one wh�ch had come
to h�m the n�ght before, when he had seen her stand�ng �n the
k�tchen door.

Now her departure for Bettsbr�dge had once more eased h�s m�nd,
and all h�s thoughts were on the prospect of h�s even�ng w�th Matt�e.
Only one th�ng we�ghed on h�m, and that was h�s hav�ng told Zeena
that he was to rece�ve cash for the lumber. He foresaw so clearly the
consequences of th�s �mprudence that w�th cons�derable reluctance
he dec�ded to ask Andrew Hale for a small advance on h�s load.

When Ethan drove �nto Hale's yard the bu�lder was just gett�ng out
of h�s sle�gh.

“Hello, Ethe!” he sa�d. “Th�s comes handy.”
Andrew Hale was a ruddy man w�th a b�g gray moustache and a

stubbly double-ch�n unconstra�ned by a collar; but h�s scrupulously
clean sh�rt was always fastened by a small d�amond stud. Th�s
d�splay of opulence was m�slead�ng, for though he d�d a fa�rly good
bus�ness �t was known that h�s easygo�ng hab�ts and the demands of
h�s large fam�ly frequently kept h�m what Starkf�eld called “beh�nd.”
He was an old fr�end of Ethan's fam�ly, and h�s house one of the few
to wh�ch Zeena occas�onally went, drawn there by the fact that Mrs.
Hale, �n her youth, had done more “doctor�ng” than any other woman
�n Starkf�eld, and was st�ll a recogn�sed author�ty on symptoms and
treatment.

Hale went up to the grays and patted the�r sweat�ng flanks.
“Well, s�r,” he sa�d, “you keep them two as �f they was pets.”
Ethan set about unload�ng the logs and when he had f�n�shed h�s

job he pushed open the glazed door of the shed wh�ch the bu�lder
used as h�s off�ce. Hale sat w�th h�s feet up on the stove, h�s back



propped aga�nst a battered desk strewn w�th papers: the place, l�ke
the man, was warm, gen�al and unt�dy.

“S�t r�ght down and thaw out,” he greeted Ethan.
The latter d�d not know how to beg�n, but at length he managed to

br�ng out h�s request for an advance of f�fty dollars. The blood rushed
to h�s th�n sk�n under the st�ng of Hale's aston�shment. It was the
bu�lder's custom to pay at the end of three months, and there was no
precedent between the two men for a cash settlement.

Ethan felt that �f he had pleaded an urgent need Hale m�ght have
made sh�ft to pay h�m; but pr�de, and an �nst�nct�ve prudence, kept
h�m from resort�ng to th�s argument. After h�s father's death �t had
taken t�me to get h�s head above water, and he d�d not want Andrew
Hale, or any one else �n Starkf�eld, to th�nk he was go�ng under
aga�n. Bes�des, he hated ly�ng; �f he wanted the money he wanted �t,
and �t was nobody's bus�ness to ask why. He therefore made h�s
demand w�th the awkwardness of a proud man who w�ll not adm�t to
h�mself that he �s stoop�ng; and he was not much surpr�sed at Hale's
refusal.

The bu�lder refused gen�ally, as he d�d everyth�ng else: he treated
the matter as someth�ng �n the nature of a pract�cal joke, and wanted
to know �f Ethan med�tated buy�ng a grand p�ano or add�ng a
“cupolo” to h�s house; offer�ng, �n the latter case, to g�ve h�s serv�ces
free of cost.

Ethan's arts were soon exhausted, and after an embarrassed
pause he w�shed Hale good day and opened the door of the off�ce.
As he passed out the bu�lder suddenly called after h�m: “See here—
you a�n't �n a t�ght place, are you?”

“Not a b�t,” Ethan's pr�de retorted before h�s reason had t�me to
�ntervene.

“Well, that's good! Because I am, a shade. Fact �s, I was go�ng to
ask you to g�ve me a l�ttle extra t�me on that payment. Bus�ness �s
pretty slack, to beg�n w�th, and then I'm f�x�ng up a l�ttle house for
Ned and Ruth when they're marr�ed. I'm glad to do �t for 'em, but �t
costs.” H�s look appealed to Ethan for sympathy. “The young people
l�ke th�ngs n�ce. You know how �t �s yourself: �t's not so long ago
s�nce you f�xed up your own place for Zeena.”



Ethan left the grays �n Hale's stable and went about some other
bus�ness �n the v�llage. As he walked away the bu�lder's last phrase
l�ngered �n h�s ears, and he reflected gr�mly that h�s seven years w�th
Zeena seemed to Starkf�eld “not so long.”

The afternoon was draw�ng to an end, and here and there a
l�ghted pane spangled the cold gray dusk and made the snow look
wh�ter. The b�tter weather had dr�ven every one �ndoors and Ethan
had the long rural street to h�mself. Suddenly he heard the br�sk play
of sle�gh-bells and a cutter passed h�m, drawn by a free-go�ng horse.
Ethan recogn�sed M�chael Eady's roan colt, and young Den�s Eady,
�n a handsome new fur cap, leaned forward and waved a greet�ng.
“Hello, Ethe!” he shouted and spun on.

The cutter was go�ng �n the d�rect�on of the Frome farm, and
Ethan's heart contracted as he l�stened to the dw�ndl�ng bells. What
more l�kely than that Den�s Eady had heard of Zeena's departure for
Bettsbr�dge, and was prof�t�ng by the opportun�ty to spend an hour
w�th Matt�e? Ethan was ashamed of the storm of jealousy �n h�s
breast. It seemed unworthy of the g�rl that h�s thoughts of her should
be so v�olent.

He walked on to the church corner and entered the shade of the
Varnum spruces, where he had stood w�th her the n�ght before. As
he passed �nto the�r gloom he saw an �nd�st�nct outl�ne just ahead of
h�m. At h�s approach �t melted for an �nstant �nto two separate
shapes and then conjo�ned aga�n, and he heard a k�ss, and a half-
laugh�ng “Oh!” provoked by the d�scovery of h�s presence. Aga�n the
outl�ne hast�ly d�sun�ted and the Varnum gate slammed on one half
wh�le the other hurr�ed on ahead of h�m. Ethan sm�led at the
d�scomf�ture he had caused. What d�d �t matter to Ned Hale and Ruth
Varnum �f they were caught k�ss�ng each other? Everybody �n
Starkf�eld knew they were engaged. It pleased Ethan to have
surpr�sed a pa�r of lovers on the spot where he and Matt�e had stood
w�th such a th�rst for each other �n the�r hearts; but he felt a pang at
the thought that these two need not h�de the�r happ�ness.

He fetched the grays from Hale's stable and started on h�s long
cl�mb back to the farm. The cold was less sharp than earl�er �n the
day and a th�ck fleecy sky threatened snow for the morrow. Here and



there a star pr�cked through, show�ng beh�nd �t a deep well of blue. In
an hour or two the moon would push over the r�dge beh�nd the farm,
burn a gold-edged rent �n the clouds, and then be swallowed by
them. A mournful peace hung on the f�elds, as though they felt the
relax�ng grasp of the cold and stretched themselves �n the�r long
w�nter sleep.

Ethan's ears were alert for the j�ngle of sle�gh-bells, but not a
sound broke the s�lence of the lonely road. As he drew near the farm
he saw, through the th�n screen of larches at the gate, a l�ght
tw�nkl�ng �n the house above h�m. “She's up �n her room,” he sa�d to
h�mself, “f�x�ng herself up for supper”; and he remembered Zeena's
sarcast�c stare when Matt�e, on the even�ng of her arr�val, had come
down to supper w�th smoothed ha�r and a r�bbon at her neck.

He passed by the graves on the knoll and turned h�s head to
glance at one of the older headstones, wh�ch had �nterested h�m
deeply as a boy because �t bore h�s name.

SACRED TO THE MEMORY OF ETHAN FROME AND
ENDURANCE HIS WIFE, WHO DWELLED TOGETHER IN PEACE
FOR FIFTY YEARS.

He used to th�nk that f�fty years sounded l�ke a long t�me to l�ve
together; but now �t seemed to h�m that they m�ght pass �n a flash.
Then, w�th a sudden dart of �rony, he wondered �f, when the�r turn
came, the same ep�taph would be wr�tten over h�m and Zeena.

He opened the barn-door and craned h�s head �nto the obscur�ty,
half-fear�ng to d�scover Den�s Eady's roan colt �n the stall bes�de the
sorrel. But the old horse was there alone, mumbl�ng h�s cr�b w�th
toothless jaws, and Ethan wh�stled cheerfully wh�le he bedded down
the grays and shook an extra measure of oats �nto the�r mangers.
H�s was not a tuneful throat—but harsh melod�es burst from �t as he
locked the barn and sprang up the h�ll to the house. He reached the
k�tchen-porch and turned the door-handle; but the door d�d not y�eld
to h�s touch.

Startled at f�nd�ng �t locked he rattled the handle v�olently; then he
reflected that Matt�e was alone and that �t was natural she should
barr�cade herself at n�ghtfall. He stood �n the darkness expect�ng to



hear her step. It d�d not come, and after va�nly stra�n�ng h�s ears he
called out �n a vo�ce that shook w�th joy: “Hello, Matt!”

S�lence answered; but �n a m�nute or two he caught a sound on
the sta�rs and saw a l�ne of l�ght about the door-frame, as he had
seen �t the n�ght before. So strange was the prec�s�on w�th wh�ch the
�nc�dents of the prev�ous even�ng were repeat�ng themselves that he
half expected, when he heard the key turn, to see h�s w�fe before h�m
on the threshold; but the door opened, and Matt�e faced h�m.

She stood just as Zeena had stood, a l�fted lamp �n her hand,
aga�nst the black background of the k�tchen. She held the l�ght at the
same level, and �t drew out w�th the same d�st�nctness her sl�m
young throat and the brown wr�st no b�gger than a ch�ld's. Then,
str�k�ng upward, �t threw a lustrous fleck on her l�ps, edged her eyes
w�th velvet shade, and la�d a m�lky wh�teness above the black curve
of her brows.

She wore her usual dress of dark�sh stuff, and there was no bow
at her neck; but through her ha�r she had run a streak of cr�mson
r�bbon. Th�s tr�bute to the unusual transformed and glor�f�ed her. She
seemed to Ethan taller, fuller, more womanly �n shape and mot�on.
She stood as�de, sm�l�ng s�lently, wh�le he entered, and then moved
away from h�m w�th someth�ng soft and flow�ng �n her ga�t. She set
the lamp on the table, and he saw that �t was carefully la�d for
supper, w�th fresh dough-nuts, stewed blueberr�es and h�s favour�te
p�ckles �n a d�sh of gay red glass. A br�ght f�re glowed �n the stove
and the cat lay stretched before �t, watch�ng the table w�th a drowsy
eye.

Ethan was suffocated w�th the sense of well-be�ng. He went out
�nto the passage to hang up h�s coat and pull off h�s wet boots. When
he came back Matt�e had set the teapot on the table and the cat was
rubb�ng �tself persuas�vely aga�nst her ankles.

“Why, Puss! I nearly tr�pped over you,” she cr�ed, the laughter
sparkl�ng through her lashes.

Aga�n Ethan felt a sudden tw�nge of jealousy. Could �t be h�s
com�ng that gave her such a k�ndled face?

“Well, Matt, any v�s�tors?” he threw off, stoop�ng down carelessly to
exam�ne the fasten�ng of the stove.



She nodded and laughed “Yes, one,” and he felt a blackness
settl�ng on h�s brows.

“Who was that?” he quest�oned, ra�s�ng h�mself up to slant a
glance at her beneath h�s scowl.

Her eyes danced w�th mal�ce. “Why, Jotham Powell. He came �n
after he got back, and asked for a drop of coffee before he went
down home.”

The blackness l�fted and l�ght flooded Ethan's bra�n. “That all?
Well, I hope you made out to let h�m have �t.” And after a pause he
felt �t r�ght to add: “I suppose he got Zeena over to the Flats all
r�ght?”

“Oh, yes; �n plenty of t�me.”
The name threw a ch�ll between them, and they stood a moment

look�ng s�deways at each other before Matt�e sa�d w�th a shy laugh. “I
guess �t's about t�me for supper.”

They drew the�r seats up to the table, and the cat, unb�dden,
jumped between them �nto Zeena's empty cha�r. “Oh, Puss!” sa�d
Matt�e, and they laughed aga�n.

Ethan, a moment earl�er, had felt h�mself on the br�nk of
eloquence; but the ment�on of Zeena had paralysed h�m. Matt�e
seemed to feel the contag�on of h�s embarrassment, and sat w�th
downcast l�ds, s�pp�ng her tea, wh�le he fe�gned an �nsat�able
appet�te for dough-nuts and sweet p�ckles. At last, after cast�ng
about for an effect�ve open�ng, he took a long gulp of tea, cleared h�s
throat, and sa�d: “Looks as �f there'd be more snow.”

She fe�gned great �nterest. “Is that so? Do you suppose �t'll
�nterfere w�th Zeena's gett�ng back?” She flushed red as the quest�on
escaped her, and hast�ly set down the cup she was l�ft�ng.

Ethan reached over for another help�ng of p�ckles. “You never can
tell, th�s t�me of year, �t dr�fts so bad on the Flats.” The name had
benumbed h�m aga�n, and once more he felt as �f Zeena were �n the
room between them.

“Oh, Puss, you're too greedy!” Matt�e cr�ed.
The cat, unnot�ced, had crept up on muffled paws from Zeena's

seat to the table, and was stealth�ly elongat�ng �ts body �n the



d�rect�on of the m�lk-jug, wh�ch stood between Ethan and Matt�e. The
two leaned forward at the same moment and the�r hands met on the
handle of the jug. Matt�e's hand was underneath, and Ethan kept h�s
clasped on �t a moment longer than was necessary. The cat, prof�t�ng
by th�s unusual demonstrat�on, tr�ed to effect an unnot�ced retreat,
and �n do�ng so backed �nto the p�ckle-d�sh, wh�ch fell to the floor
w�th a crash.

Matt�e, �n an �nstant, had sprung from her cha�r and was down on
her knees by the fragments.

“Oh, Ethan, Ethan—�t's all to p�eces! What w�ll Zeena say?”
But th�s t�me h�s courage was up. “Well, she'll have to say �t to the

cat, any way!” he rejo�ned w�th a laugh, kneel�ng down at Matt�e's
s�de to scrape up the sw�mm�ng p�ckles.

She l�fted str�cken eyes to h�m. “Yes, but, you see, she never
meant �t should be used, not even when there was company; and I
had to get up on the step-ladder to reach �t down from the top shelf
of the ch�na-closet, where she keeps �t w�th all her best th�ngs, and of
course she'll want to know why I d�d �t—”

The case was so ser�ous that �t called forth all of Ethan's latent
resolut�on.

“She needn't know anyth�ng about �t �f you keep qu�et. I'll get
another just l�ke �t to-morrow. Where d�d �t come from? I'll go to
Shadd's Falls for �t �f I have to!”

“Oh, you'll never get another even there! It was a wedd�ng present
—don't you remember? It came all the way from Ph�ladelph�a, from
Zeena's aunt that marr�ed the m�n�ster. That's why she wouldn't ever
use �t. Oh, Ethan, Ethan, what �n the world shall I do?”

She began to cry, and he felt as �f every one of her tears were
pour�ng over h�m l�ke burn�ng lead. “Don't, Matt, don't—oh, don't!” he
�mplored her.

She struggled to her feet, and he rose and followed her helplessly
wh�le she spread out the p�eces of glass on the k�tchen dresser. It
seemed to h�m as �f the shattered fragments of the�r even�ng lay
there.

“Here, g�ve them to me,” he sa�d �n a vo�ce of sudden author�ty.



She drew as�de, �nst�nct�vely obey�ng h�s tone. “Oh, Ethan, what
are you go�ng to do?”

W�thout reply�ng he gathered the p�eces of glass �nto h�s broad
palm and walked out of the k�tchen to the passage. There he l�t a
candle-end, opened the ch�na-closet, and, reach�ng h�s long arm up
to the h�ghest shelf, la�d the p�eces together w�th such accuracy of
touch that a close �nspect�on conv�nced h�m of the �mposs�b�l�ty of
detect�ng from below that the d�sh was broken. If he glued �t together
the next morn�ng months m�ght elapse before h�s w�fe not�ced what
had happened, and meanwh�le he m�ght after all be able to match
the d�sh at Shadd's Falls or Bettsbr�dge. Hav�ng sat�sf�ed h�mself that
there was no r�sk of �mmed�ate d�scovery he went back to the k�tchen
w�th a l�ghter step, and found Matt�e d�sconsolately remov�ng the last
scraps of p�ckle from the floor.

“It's all r�ght, Matt. Come back and f�n�sh supper,” he commanded
her.

Completely reassured, she shone on h�m through tear-hung
lashes, and h�s soul swelled w�th pr�de as he saw how h�s tone
subdued her. She d�d not even ask what he had done. Except when
he was steer�ng a b�g log down the mounta�n to h�s m�ll he had never
known such a thr�ll�ng sense of mastery.



V
They f�n�shed supper, and wh�le Matt�e cleared the table Ethan

went to look at the cows and then took a last turn about the house.
The earth lay dark under a muffled sky and the a�r was so st�ll that
now and then he heard a lump of snow come thump�ng down from a
tree far off on the edge of the wood-lot.

When he returned to the k�tchen Matt�e had pushed up h�s cha�r to
the stove and seated herself near the lamp w�th a b�t of sew�ng. The
scene was just as he had dreamed of �t that morn�ng. He sat down,
drew h�s p�pe from h�s pocket and stretched h�s feet to the glow. H�s
hard day's work �n the keen a�r made h�m feel at once lazy and l�ght
of mood, and he had a confused sense of be�ng �n another world,
where all was warmth and harmony and t�me could br�ng no change.
The only drawback to h�s complete well-be�ng was the fact that he
could not see Matt�e from where he sat; but he was too �ndolent to
move and after a moment he sa�d: “Come over here and s�t by the
stove.”

Zeena's empty rock�ng-cha�r stood fac�ng h�m. Matt�e rose
obed�ently, and seated herself �n �t. As her young brown head
detached �tself aga�nst the patch-work cush�on that hab�tually framed
h�s w�fe's gaunt countenance, Ethan had a momentary shock. It was
almost as �f the other face, the face of the superseded woman, had
obl�terated that of the �ntruder. After a moment Matt�e seemed to be
affected by the same sense of constra�nt. She changed her pos�t�on,
lean�ng forward to bend her head above her work, so that he saw
only the foreshortened t�p of her nose and the streak of red �n her
ha�r; then she sl�pped to her feet, say�ng “I can't see to sew,” and
went back to her cha�r by the lamp.

Ethan made a pretext of gett�ng up to replen�sh the stove, and
when he returned to h�s seat he pushed �t s�deways that he m�ght get
a v�ew of her prof�le and of the lampl�ght fall�ng on her hands. The
cat, who had been a puzzled observer of these unusual movements,



jumped up �nto Zeena's cha�r, rolled �tself �nto a ball, and lay
watch�ng them w�th narrowed eyes.

Deep qu�et sank on the room. The clock t�cked above the dresser,
a p�ece of charred wood fell now and then �n the stove, and the fa�nt
sharp scent of the geran�ums m�ngled w�th the odour of Ethan's
smoke, wh�ch began to throw a blue haze about the lamp and to
hang �ts grey�sh cobwebs �n the shadowy corners of the room.

All constra�nt had van�shed between the two, and they began to
talk eas�ly and s�mply. They spoke of every-day th�ngs, of the
prospect of snow, of the next church soc�able, of the loves and
quarrels of Starkf�eld. The commonplace nature of what they sa�d
produced �n Ethan an �llus�on of long-establ�shed �nt�macy wh�ch no
outburst of emot�on could have g�ven, and he set h�s �mag�nat�on
adr�ft on the f�ct�on that they had always spent the�r even�ngs thus
and would always go on do�ng so...

“Th�s �s the n�ght we were to have gone coast�ng, Matt,” he sa�d at
length, w�th the r�ch sense, as he spoke, that they could go on any
other n�ght they chose, s�nce they had all t�me before them.

She sm�led back at h�m. “I guess you forgot!”
“No, I d�dn't forget; but �t's as dark as Egypt outdoors. We m�ght go

to-morrow �f there's a moon.”
She laughed w�th pleasure, her head t�lted back, the lampl�ght

sparkl�ng on her l�ps and teeth. “That would be lovely, Ethan!”
He kept h�s eyes f�xed on her, marvell�ng at the way her face

changed w�th each turn of the�r talk, l�ke a wheat-f�eld under a
summer breeze. It was �ntox�cat�ng to f�nd such mag�c �n h�s clumsy
words, and he longed to try new ways of us�ng �t.

“Would you be scared to go down the Corbury road w�th me on a
n�ght l�ke th�s?” he asked.

Her cheeks burned redder. “I a�n't any more scared than you are!”
“Well, I'd be scared, then; I wouldn't do �t. That's an ugly corner

down by the b�g elm. If a fellow d�dn't keep h�s eyes open he'd go
plumb �nto �t.” He luxur�ated �n the sense of protect�on and author�ty
wh�ch h�s words conveyed. To prolong and �ntens�fy the feel�ng he
added: “I guess we're well enough here.”



She let her l�ds s�nk slowly, �n the way he loved. “Yes, we're well
enough here,” she s�ghed.

Her tone was so sweet that he took the p�pe from h�s mouth and
drew h�s cha�r up to the table. Lean�ng forward, he touched the
farther end of the str�p of brown stuff that she was hemm�ng. “Say,
Matt,” he began w�th a sm�le, “what do you th�nk I saw under the
Varnum spruces, com�ng along home just now? I saw a fr�end of
yours gett�ng k�ssed.”

The words had been on h�s tongue all the even�ng, but now that he
had spoken them they struck h�m as �nexpress�bly vulgar and out of
place.

Matt�e blushed to the roots of her ha�r and pulled her needle
rap�dly tw�ce or thr�ce through her work, �nsens�bly draw�ng the end
of �t away from h�m. “I suppose �t was Ruth and Ned,” she sa�d �n a
low vo�ce, as though he had suddenly touched on someth�ng grave.

Ethan had �mag�ned that h�s allus�on m�ght open the way to the
accepted pleasantr�es, and these perhaps �n turn to a harmless
caress, �f only a mere touch on her hand. But now he felt as �f her
blush had set a flam�ng guard about her. He supposed �t was h�s
natural awkwardness that made h�m feel so. He knew that most
young men made noth�ng at all of g�v�ng a pretty g�rl a k�ss, and he
remembered that the n�ght before, when he had put h�s arm about
Matt�e, she had not res�sted. But that had been out-of-doors, under
the open �rrespons�ble n�ght. Now, �n the warm lampl�t room, w�th all
�ts anc�ent �mpl�cat�ons of conform�ty and order, she seemed �nf�n�tely
farther away from h�m and more unapproachable.

To ease h�s constra�nt he sa�d: “I suppose they'll be sett�ng a date
before long.”

“Yes. I shouldn't wonder �f they got marr�ed some t�me along �n the
summer.” She pronounced the word marr�ed as �f her vo�ce caressed
�t. It seemed a rustl�ng covert lead�ng to enchanted glades. A pang
shot through Ethan, and he sa�d, tw�st�ng away from her �n h�s cha�r:
“It'll be your turn next, I wouldn't wonder.”

She laughed a l�ttle uncerta�nly. “Why do you keep on say�ng
that?”



He echoed her laugh. “I guess I do �t to get used to the �dea.”
He drew up to the table aga�n and she sewed on �n s�lence, w�th

dropped lashes, wh�le he sat �n fasc�nated contemplat�on of the way
�n wh�ch her hands went up and down above the str�p of stuff, just as
he had seen a pa�r of b�rds make short perpend�cular fl�ghts over a
nest they were bu�ld�ng. At length, w�thout turn�ng her head or l�ft�ng
her l�ds, she sa�d �n a low tone: “It's not because you th�nk Zeena's
got anyth�ng aga�nst me, �s �t?”

H�s former dread started up full-armed at the suggest�on. “Why,
what do you mean?” he stammered.

She ra�sed d�stressed eyes to h�s, her work dropp�ng on the table
between them. “I don't know. I thought last n�ght she seemed to
have.”

“I'd l�ke to know what,” he growled.
“Nobody can tell w�th Zeena.” It was the f�rst t�me they had ever

spoken so openly of her att�tude toward Matt�e, and the repet�t�on of
the name seemed to carry �t to the farther corners of the room and
send �t back to them �n long repercuss�ons of sound. Matt�e wa�ted,
as �f to g�ve the echo t�me to drop, and then went on: “She hasn't
sa�d anyth�ng to you?”

He shook h�s head. “No, not a word.”
She tossed the ha�r back from her forehead w�th a laugh. “I guess

I'm just nervous, then. I'm not go�ng to th�nk about �t any more.”
“Oh, no—don't let's th�nk about �t, Matt!”
The sudden heat of h�s tone made her colour mount aga�n, not

w�th a rush, but gradually, del�cately, l�ke the reflect�on of a thought
steal�ng slowly across her heart. She sat s�lent, her hands clasped
on her work, and �t seemed to h�m that a warm current flowed toward
h�m along the str�p of stuff that st�ll lay unrolled between them.
Caut�ously he sl�d h�s hand palm-downward along the table t�ll h�s
f�nger-t�ps touched the end of the stuff. A fa�nt v�brat�on of her lashes
seemed to show that she was aware of h�s gesture, and that �t had
sent a counter-current back to her; and she let her hands l�e
mot�onless on the other end of the str�p.



As they sat thus he heard a sound beh�nd h�m and turned h�s
head. The cat had jumped from Zeena's cha�r to dart at a mouse �n
the wa�nscot, and as a result of the sudden movement the empty
cha�r had set up a spectral rock�ng.

“She'll be rock�ng �n �t herself th�s t�me to-morrow,” Ethan thought.
“I've been �n a dream, and th�s �s the only even�ng we'll ever have
together.” The return to real�ty was as pa�nful as the return to
consc�ousness after tak�ng an anaesthet�c. H�s body and bra�n ached
w�th �ndescr�bable wear�ness, and he could th�nk of noth�ng to say or
to do that should arrest the mad fl�ght of the moments.

H�s alterat�on of mood seemed to have commun�cated �tself to
Matt�e. She looked up at h�m langu�dly, as though her l�ds were
we�ghted w�th sleep and �t cost her an effort to ra�se them. Her
glance fell on h�s hand, wh�ch now completely covered the end of her
work and grasped �t as �f �t were a part of herself. He saw a scarcely
percept�ble tremor cross her face, and w�thout know�ng what he d�d
he stooped h�s head and k�ssed the b�t of stuff �n h�s hold. As h�s l�ps
rested on �t he felt �t gl�de slowly from beneath them, and saw that
Matt�e had r�sen and was s�lently roll�ng up her work. She fastened �t
w�th a p�n, and then, f�nd�ng her th�mble and sc�ssors, put them w�th
the roll of stuff �nto the box covered w�th fancy paper wh�ch he had
once brought to her from Bettsbr�dge.

He stood up also, look�ng vaguely about the room. The clock
above the dresser struck eleven.

“Is the f�re all r�ght?” she asked �n a low vo�ce.
He opened the door of the stove and poked a�mlessly at the

embers. When he ra�sed h�mself aga�n he saw that she was
dragg�ng toward the stove the old soap-box l�ned w�th carpet �n
wh�ch the cat made �ts bed. Then she recrossed the floor and l�fted
two of the geran�um pots �n her arms, mov�ng them away from the
cold w�ndow. He followed her and brought the other geran�ums, the
hyac�nth bulbs �n a cracked custard bowl and the German �vy tra�ned
over an old croquet hoop.

When these n�ghtly dut�es were performed there was noth�ng left
to do but to br�ng �n the t�n candlest�ck from the passage, l�ght the
candle and blow out the lamp. Ethan put the candlest�ck �n Matt�e's



hand and she went out of the k�tchen ahead of h�m, the l�ght that she
carr�ed before her mak�ng her dark ha�r look l�ke a dr�ft of m�st on the
moon.

“Good n�ght, Matt,” he sa�d as she put her foot on the f�rst step of
the sta�rs.

She turned and looked at h�m a moment. “Good n�ght, Ethan,” she
answered, and went up.

When the door of her room had closed on her he remembered that
he had not even touched her hand.





VI
The next morn�ng at breakfast Jotham Powell was between them,

and Ethan tr�ed to h�de h�s joy under an a�r of exaggerated
�nd�fference, loung�ng back �n h�s cha�r to throw scraps to the cat,
growl�ng at the weather, and not so much as offer�ng to help Matt�e
when she rose to clear away the d�shes.

He d�d not know why he was so �rrat�onally happy, for noth�ng was
changed �n h�s l�fe or hers. He had not even touched the t�p of her
f�ngers or looked her full �n the eyes. But the�r even�ng together had
g�ven h�m a v�s�on of what l�fe at her s�de m�ght be, and he was glad
now that he had done noth�ng to trouble the sweetness of the
p�cture. He had a fancy that she knew what had restra�ned h�m...

There was a last load of lumber to be hauled to the v�llage, and
Jotham Powell—who d�d not work regularly for Ethan �n w�nter—had
“come round” to help w�th the job. But a wet snow, melt�ng to sleet,
had fallen �n the n�ght and turned the roads to glass. There was more
wet �n the a�r and �t seemed l�kely to both men that the weather
would “m�lden” toward afternoon and make the go�ng safer. Ethan
therefore proposed to h�s ass�stant that they should load the sledge
at the wood-lot, as they had done on the prev�ous morn�ng, and put
off the “team�ng” to Starkf�eld t�ll later �n the day. Th�s plan had the
advantage of enabl�ng h�m to send Jotham to the Flats after d�nner to
meet Zenob�a, wh�le he h�mself took the lumber down to the v�llage.

He told Jotham to go out and harness up the greys, and for a
moment he and Matt�e had the k�tchen to themselves. She had
plunged the breakfast d�shes �nto a t�n d�sh-pan and was bend�ng
above �t w�th her sl�m arms bared to the elbow, the steam from the
hot water bead�ng her forehead and t�ghten�ng her rough ha�r �nto
l�ttle brown r�ngs l�ke the tendr�ls on the traveller's joy.

Ethan stood look�ng at her, h�s heart �n h�s throat. He wanted to
say: “We shall never be alone aga�n l�ke th�s.” Instead, he reached



down h�s tobacco-pouch from a shelf of the dresser, put �t �nto h�s
pocket and sa�d: “I guess I can make out to be home for d�nner.”

She answered “All r�ght, Ethan,” and he heard her s�ng�ng over the
d�shes as he went.

As soon as the sledge was loaded he meant to send Jotham back
to the farm and hurry on foot �nto the v�llage to buy the glue for the
p�ckle-d�sh. W�th ord�nary luck he should have had t�me to carry out
th�s plan; but everyth�ng went wrong from the start. On the way over
to the wood-lot one of the greys sl�pped on a glare of �ce and cut h�s
knee; and when they got h�m up aga�n Jotham had to go back to the
barn for a str�p of rag to b�nd the cut. Then, when the load�ng f�nally
began, a sleety ra�n was com�ng down once more, and the tree
trunks were so sl�ppery that �t took tw�ce as long as usual to l�ft them
and get them �n place on the sledge. It was what Jotham called a
sour morn�ng for work, and the horses, sh�ver�ng and stamp�ng under
the�r wet blankets, seemed to l�ke �t as l�ttle as the men. It was long
past the d�nner-hour when the job was done, and Ethan had to g�ve
up go�ng to the v�llage because he wanted to lead the �njured horse
home and wash the cut h�mself.

He thought that by start�ng out aga�n w�th the lumber as soon as
he had f�n�shed h�s d�nner he m�ght get back to the farm w�th the glue
before Jotham and the old sorrel had had t�me to fetch Zenob�a from
the Flats; but he knew the chance was a sl�ght one. It turned on the
state of the roads and on the poss�ble lateness of the Bettsbr�dge
tra�n. He remembered afterward, w�th a gr�m flash of self-der�s�on,
what �mportance he had attached to the we�gh�ng of these
probab�l�t�es...

As soon as d�nner was over he set out aga�n for the wood-lot, not
dar�ng to l�nger t�ll Jotham Powell left. The h�red man was st�ll dry�ng
h�s wet feet at the stove, and Ethan could only g�ve Matt�e a qu�ck
look as he sa�d beneath h�s breath: “I'll be back early.”

He fanc�ed that she nodded her comprehens�on; and w�th that
scant solace he had to trudge off through the ra�n.

He had dr�ven h�s load half-way to the v�llage when Jotham Powell
overtook h�m, urg�ng the reluctant sorrel toward the Flats. “I'll have to
hurry up to do �t,” Ethan mused, as the sle�gh dropped down ahead



of h�m over the d�p of the school-house h�ll. He worked l�ke ten at the
unload�ng, and when �t was over hastened on to M�chael Eady's for
the glue. Eady and h�s ass�stant were both “down street,” and young
Den�s, who seldom de�gned to take the�r place, was loung�ng by the
stove w�th a knot of the golden youth of Starkf�eld. They ha�led Ethan
w�th �ron�c compl�ment and offers of conv�v�al�ty; but no one knew
where to f�nd the glue. Ethan, consumed w�th the long�ng for a last
moment alone w�th Matt�e, hung about �mpat�ently wh�le Den�s made
an �neffectual search �n the obscurer corners of the store.

“Looks as �f we were all sold out. But �f you'll wa�t around t�ll the old
man comes along maybe he can put h�s hand on �t.”

“I'm obl�ged to you, but I'll try �f I can get �t down at Mrs. Homan's,”
Ethan answered, burn�ng to be gone.

Den�s's commerc�al �nst�nct compelled h�m to aver on oath that
what Eady's store could not produce would never be found at the
w�dow Homan's; but Ethan, heedless of th�s boast, had already
cl�mbed to the sledge and was dr�v�ng on to the r�val establ�shment.
Here, after cons�derable search, and sympathet�c quest�ons as to
what he wanted �t for, and whether ord�nary flour paste wouldn't do
as well �f she couldn't f�nd �t, the w�dow Homan f�nally hunted down
her sol�tary bottle of glue to �ts h�d�ng-place �n a medley of cough-
lozenges and corset-laces.

“I hope Zeena a�n't broken anyth�ng she sets store by,” she called
after h�m as he turned the greys toward home.

The f�tful bursts of sleet had changed �nto a steady ra�n and the
horses had heavy work even w�thout a load beh�nd them. Once or
tw�ce, hear�ng sle�gh-bells, Ethan turned h�s head, fancy�ng that
Zeena and Jotham m�ght overtake h�m; but the old sorrel was not �n
s�ght, and he set h�s face aga�nst the ra�n and urged on h�s
ponderous pa�r.

The barn was empty when the horses turned �nto �t and, after
g�v�ng them the most perfunctory m�n�strat�ons they had ever
rece�ved from h�m, he strode up to the house and pushed open the
k�tchen door.

Matt�e was there alone, as he had p�ctured her. She was bend�ng
over a pan on the stove; but at the sound of h�s step she turned w�th



a start and sprang to h�m.
“See, here, Matt, I've got some stuff to mend the d�sh w�th! Let me

get at �t qu�ck,” he cr�ed, wav�ng the bottle �n one hand wh�le he put
her l�ghtly as�de; but she d�d not seem to hear h�m.

“Oh, Ethan—Zeena's come,” she sa�d �n a wh�sper, clutch�ng h�s
sleeve.

They stood and stared at each other, pale as culpr�ts.
“But the sorrel's not �n the barn!” Ethan stammered.
“Jotham Powell brought some goods over from the Flats for h�s

w�fe, and he drove r�ght on home w�th them,” she expla�ned.
He gazed blankly about the k�tchen, wh�ch looked cold and squal�d

�n the ra�ny w�nter tw�l�ght.
“How �s she?” he asked, dropp�ng h�s vo�ce to Matt�e's wh�sper.
She looked away from h�m uncerta�nly. “I don't know. She went

r�ght up to her room.”
“She d�dn't say anyth�ng?”
“No.”
Ethan let out h�s doubts �n a low wh�stle and thrust the bottle back

�nto h�s pocket. “Don't fret; I'll come down and mend �t �n the n�ght,”
he sa�d. He pulled on h�s wet coat aga�n and went back to the barn
to feed the greys.

Wh�le he was there Jotham Powell drove up w�th the sle�gh, and
when the horses had been attended to Ethan sa�d to h�m: “You m�ght
as well come back up for a b�te.” He was not sorry to assure h�mself
of Jotham's neutral�s�ng presence at the supper table, for Zeena was
always “nervous” after a journey. But the h�red man, though seldom
loth to accept a meal not �ncluded �n h�s wages, opened h�s st�ff jaws
to answer slowly: “I'm obl�ged to you, but I guess I'll go along back.”

Ethan looked at h�m �n surpr�se. “Better come up and dry off.
Looks as �f there'd be someth�ng hot for supper.”

Jotham's fac�al muscles were unmoved by th�s appeal and, h�s
vocabulary be�ng l�m�ted, he merely repeated: “I guess I'll go along
back.”



To Ethan there was someth�ng vaguely om�nous �n th�s stol�d
reject�on of free food and warmth, and he wondered what had
happened on the dr�ve to nerve Jotham to such sto�c�sm. Perhaps
Zeena had fa�led to see the new doctor or had not l�ked h�s counsels:
Ethan knew that �n such cases the f�rst person she met was l�kely to
be held respons�ble for her gr�evance.

When he re-entered the k�tchen the lamp l�t up the same scene of
sh�n�ng comfort as on the prev�ous even�ng. The table had been as
carefully la�d, a clear f�re glowed �n the stove, the cat dozed �n �ts
warmth, and Matt�e came forward carry�ng a plate of dough-nuts.

She and Ethan looked at each other �n s�lence; then she sa�d, as
she had sa�d the n�ght before: “I guess �t's about t�me for supper.”



VII
Ethan went out �nto the passage to hang up h�s wet garments. He

l�stened for Zeena's step and, not hear�ng �t, called her name up the
sta�rs. She d�d not answer, and after a moment's hes�tat�on he went
up and opened her door. The room was almost dark, but �n the
obscur�ty he saw her s�tt�ng by the w�ndow, bolt upr�ght, and knew by
the r�g�d�ty of the outl�ne projected aga�nst the pane that she had not
taken off her travell�ng dress.

“Well, Zeena,” he ventured from the threshold.
She d�d not move, and he cont�nued: “Supper's about ready. A�n't

you com�ng?”
She repl�ed: “I don't feel as �f I could touch a morsel.”
It was the consecrated formula, and he expected �t to be followed,

as usual, by her r�s�ng and go�ng down to supper. But she rema�ned
seated, and he could th�nk of noth�ng more fel�c�tous than: “I
presume you're t�red after the long r�de.”

Turn�ng her head at th�s, she answered solemnly: “I'm a great deal
s�cker than you th�nk.”

Her words fell on h�s ear w�th a strange shock of wonder. He had
often heard her pronounce them before—what �f at last they were
true?

He advanced a step or two �nto the d�m room. “I hope that's not so,
Zeena,” he sa�d.

She cont�nued to gaze at h�m through the tw�l�ght w�th a m�en of
wan author�ty, as of one consc�ously s�ngled out for a great fate. “I've
got compl�cat�ons,” she sa�d.

Ethan knew the word for one of except�onal �mport. Almost
everybody �n the ne�ghbourhood had “troubles,” frankly local�zed and
spec�f�ed; but only the chosen had “compl�cat�ons.” To have them
was �n �tself a d�st�nct�on, though �t was also, �n most cases, a death-



warrant. People struggled on for years w�th “troubles,” but they
almost always succumbed to “compl�cat�ons.”

Ethan's heart was jerk�ng to and fro between two extrem�t�es of
feel�ng, but for the moment compass�on preva�led. H�s w�fe looked so
hard and lonely, s�tt�ng there �n the darkness w�th such thoughts.

“Is that what the new doctor told you?” he asked, �nst�nct�vely
lower�ng h�s vo�ce.

“Yes. He says any regular doctor would want me to have an
operat�on.”

Ethan was aware that, �n regard to the �mportant quest�on of
surg�cal �ntervent�on, the female op�n�on of the ne�ghbourhood was
d�v�ded, some glory�ng �n the prest�ge conferred by operat�ons wh�le
others shunned them as �ndel�cate. Ethan, from mot�ves of economy,
had always been glad that Zeena was of the latter fact�on.

In the ag�tat�on caused by the grav�ty of her announcement he
sought a consolatory short cut. “What do you know about th�s doctor
anyway? Nobody ever told you that before.”

He saw h�s blunder before she could take �t up: she wanted
sympathy, not consolat�on.

“I d�dn't need to have anybody tell me I was los�ng ground every
day. Everybody but you could see �t. And everybody �n Bettsbr�dge
knows about Dr. Buck. He has h�s off�ce �n Worcester, and comes
over once a fortn�ght to Shadd's Falls and Bettsbr�dge for
consultat�ons. El�za Spears was wast�ng away w�th k�dney trouble
before she went to h�m, and now she's up and around, and s�ng�ng �n
the cho�r.”

“Well, I'm glad of that. You must do just what he tells you,” Ethan
answered sympathet�cally.

She was st�ll look�ng at h�m. “I mean to,” she sa�d. He was struck
by a new note �n her vo�ce. It was ne�ther wh�n�ng nor reproachful,
but dr�ly resolute.

“What does he want you should do?” he asked, w�th a mount�ng
v�s�on of fresh expenses.

“He wants I should have a h�red g�rl. He says I oughtn't to have to
do a s�ngle th�ng around the house.”



“A h�red g�rl?” Ethan stood transf�xed.
“Yes. And Aunt Martha found me one r�ght off. Everybody sa�d I

was lucky to get a g�rl to come away out here, and I agreed to g�ve
her a dollar extry to make sure. She'll be over to-morrow afternoon.”

Wrath and d�smay contended �n Ethan. He had foreseen an
�mmed�ate demand for money, but not a permanent dra�n on h�s
scant resources. He no longer bel�eved what Zeena had told h�m of
the supposed ser�ousness of her state: he saw �n her exped�t�on to
Bettsbr�dge only a plot hatched between herself and her P�erce
relat�ons to fo�st on h�m the cost of a servant; and for the moment
wrath predom�nated.

“If you meant to engage a g�rl you ought to have told me before
you started,” he sa�d.

“How could I tell you before I started? How d�d I know what Dr.
Buck would say?”

“Oh, Dr. Buck—” Ethan's �ncredul�ty escaped �n a short laugh. “D�d
Dr. Buck tell you how I was to pay her wages?”

Her vo�ce rose fur�ously w�th h�s. “No, he d�dn't. For I'd 'a' been
ashamed to tell h�m that you grudged me the money to get back my
health, when I lost �t nurs�ng your own mother!”

“You lost your health nurs�ng mother?”
“Yes; and my folks all told me at the t�me you couldn't do no less

than marry me after—”
“Zeena!”
Through the obscur�ty wh�ch h�d the�r faces the�r thoughts seemed

to dart at each other l�ke serpents shoot�ng venom. Ethan was
se�zed w�th horror of the scene and shame at h�s own share �n �t. It
was as senseless and savage as a phys�cal f�ght between two
enem�es �n the darkness.

He turned to the shelf above the ch�mney, groped for matches and
l�t the one candle �n the room. At f�rst �ts weak flame made no
�mpress�on on the shadows; then Zeena's face stood gr�mly out
aga�nst the uncurta�ned pane, wh�ch had turned from grey to black.



It was the f�rst scene of open anger between the couple �n the�r
sad seven years together, and Ethan felt as �f he had lost an
�rretr�evable advantage �n descend�ng to the level of recr�m�nat�on.
But the pract�cal problem was there and had to be dealt w�th.

“You know I haven't got the money to pay for a g�rl, Zeena. You'll
have to send her back: I can't do �t.”

“The doctor says �t'll be my death �f I go on slav�ng the way I've
had to. He doesn't understand how I've stood �t as long as I have.”

“Slav�ng!—” He checked h�mself aga�n, “You sha'n't l�ft a hand, �f
he says so. I'll do everyth�ng round the house myself—”

She broke �n: “You're neglect�ng the farm enough already,” and
th�s be�ng true, he found no answer, and left her t�me to add
�ron�cally: “Better send me over to the almshouse and done w�th �t... I
guess there's been Fromes there afore now.”

The taunt burned �nto h�m, but he let �t pass. “I haven't got the
money. That settles �t.”

There was a moment's pause �n the struggle, as though the
combatants were test�ng the�r weapons. Then Zeena sa�d �n a level
vo�ce: “I thought you were to get f�fty dollars from Andrew Hale for
that lumber.”

“Andrew Hale never pays under three months.” He had hardly
spoken when he remembered the excuse he had made for not
accompany�ng h�s w�fe to the stat�on the day before; and the blood
rose to h�s frown�ng brows.

“Why, you told me yesterday you'd f�xed �t up w�th h�m to pay cash
down. You sa�d that was why you couldn't dr�ve me over to the
Flats.”

Ethan had no suppleness �n dece�v�ng. He had never before been
conv�cted of a l�e, and all the resources of evas�on fa�led h�m. “I
guess that was a m�sunderstand�ng,” he stammered.

“You a�n't got the money?”
“No.”
“And you a�n't go�ng to get �t?”
“No.”



“Well, I couldn't know that when I engaged the g�rl, could I?”
“No.” He paused to control h�s vo�ce. “But you know �t now. I'm

sorry, but �t can't be helped. You're a poor man's w�fe, Zeena; but I'll
do the best I can for you.”

For a wh�le she sat mot�onless, as �f reflect�ng, her arms stretched
along the arms of her cha�r, her eyes f�xed on vacancy. “Oh, I guess
we'll make out,” she sa�d m�ldly.

The change �n her tone reassured h�m. “Of course we w�ll! There's
a whole lot more I can do for you, and Matt�e—”

Zeena, wh�le he spoke, seemed to be follow�ng out some
elaborate mental calculat�on. She emerged from �t to say: “There'll
be Matt�e's board less, any how—”

Ethan, suppos�ng the d�scuss�on to be over, had turned to go down
to supper. He stopped short, not grasp�ng what he heard. “Matt�e's
board less—?” he began.

Zeena laughed. It was on odd unfam�l�ar sound—he d�d not
remember ever hav�ng heard her laugh before. “You d�dn't suppose I
was go�ng to keep two g�rls, d�d you? No wonder you were scared at
the expense!”

He st�ll had but a confused sense of what she was say�ng. From
the beg�nn�ng of the d�scuss�on he had �nst�nct�vely avo�ded the
ment�on of Matt�e's name, fear�ng he hardly knew what: cr�t�c�sm,
compla�nts, or vague allus�ons to the �mm�nent probab�l�ty of her
marry�ng. But the thought of a def�n�te rupture had never come to
h�m, and even now could not lodge �tself �n h�s m�nd.

“I don't know what you mean,” he sa�d. “Matt�e S�lver's not a h�red
g�rl. She's your relat�on.”

“She's a pauper that's hung onto us all after her father'd done h�s
best to ru�n us. I've kep' her here a whole year: �t's somebody else's
turn now.”

As the shr�ll words shot out Ethan heard a tap on the door, wh�ch
he had drawn shut when he turned back from the threshold.

“Ethan—Zeena!” Matt�e's vo�ce sounded ga�ly from the land�ng,
“do you know what t�me �t �s? Supper's been ready half an hour.”



Ins�de the room there was a moment's s�lence; then Zeena called
out from her seat: “I'm not com�ng down to supper.”

“Oh, I'm sorry! Aren't you well? Sha'n't I br�ng you up a b�te of
someth�ng?”

Ethan roused h�mself w�th an effort and opened the door. “Go
along down, Matt. Zeena's just a l�ttle t�red. I'm com�ng.”

He heard her “All r�ght!” and her qu�ck step on the sta�rs; then he
shut the door and turned back �nto the room. H�s w�fe's att�tude was
unchanged, her face �nexorable, and he was se�zed w�th the
despa�r�ng sense of h�s helplessness.

“You a�n't go�ng to do �t, Zeena?”
“Do what?” she em�tted between flattened l�ps.
“Send Matt�e away—l�ke th�s?”
“I never barga�ned to take her for l�fe!”
He cont�nued w�th r�s�ng vehemence: “You can't put her out of the

house l�ke a th�ef—a poor g�rl w�thout fr�ends or money. She's done
her best for you and she's got no place to go to. You may forget
she's your k�n but everybody else'll remember �t. If you do a th�ng l�ke
that what do you suppose folks'll say of you?”

Zeena wa�ted a moment, as �f g�v�ng h�m t�me to feel the full force
of the contrast between h�s own exc�tement and her composure.
Then she repl�ed �n the same smooth vo�ce: “I know well enough
what they say of my hav�ng kep' her here as long as I have.”

Ethan's hand dropped from the door-knob, wh�ch he had held
clenched s�nce he had drawn the door shut on Matt�e. H�s w�fe's
retort was l�ke a kn�fe-cut across the s�news and he felt suddenly
weak and powerless. He had meant to humble h�mself, to argue that
Matt�e's keep d�dn't cost much, after all, that he could make out to
buy a stove and f�x up a place �n the att�c for the h�red g�rl—but
Zeena's words revealed the per�l of such plead�ngs.

“You mean to tell her she's got to go—at once?” he faltered out, �n
terror of lett�ng h�s w�fe complete her sentence.

As �f try�ng to make h�m see reason she repl�ed �mpart�ally: “The
g�rl w�ll be over from Bettsbr�dge to-morrow, and I presume she's got



to have somewheres to sleep.”
Ethan looked at her w�th loath�ng. She was no longer the l�stless

creature who had l�ved at h�s s�de �n a state of sullen self-absorpt�on,
but a myster�ous al�en presence, an ev�l energy secreted from the
long years of s�lent brood�ng. It was the sense of h�s helplessness
that sharpened h�s ant�pathy. There had never been anyth�ng �n her
that one could appeal to; but as long as he could �gnore and
command he had rema�ned �nd�fferent. Now she had mastered h�m
and he abhorred her. Matt�e was her relat�on, not h�s: there were no
means by wh�ch he could compel her to keep the g�rl under her roof.
All the long m�sery of h�s baffled past, of h�s youth of fa�lure, hardsh�p
and va�n effort, rose up �n h�s soul �n b�tterness and seemed to take
shape before h�m �n the woman who at every turn had barred h�s
way. She had taken everyth�ng else from h�m; and now she meant to
take the one th�ng that made up for all the others. For a moment
such a flame of hate rose �n h�m that �t ran down h�s arm and
clenched h�s f�st aga�nst her. He took a w�ld step forward and then
stopped.

“You're—you're not com�ng down?” he sa�d �n a bew�ldered vo�ce.
“No. I guess I'll lay down on the bed a l�ttle wh�le,” she answered

m�ldly; and he turned and walked out of the room.
In the k�tchen Matt�e was s�tt�ng by the stove, the cat curled up on

her knees. She sprang to her feet as Ethan entered and carr�ed the
covered d�sh of meat-p�e to the table.

“I hope Zeena �sn't s�ck?” she asked.
“No.”
She shone at h�m across the table. “Well, s�t r�ght down then. You

must be starv�ng.” She uncovered the p�e and pushed �t over to h�m.
So they were to have one more even�ng together, her happy eyes
seemed to say!

He helped h�mself mechan�cally and began to eat; then d�sgust
took h�m by the throat and he la�d down h�s fork.

Matt�e's tender gaze was on h�m and she marked the gesture.
“Why, Ethan, what's the matter? Don't �t taste r�ght?”



“Yes—�t's f�rst-rate. Only I—” He pushed h�s plate away, rose from
h�s cha�r, and walked around the table to her s�de. She started up
w�th fr�ghtened eyes.

“Ethan, there's someth�ng wrong! I knew there was!”
She seemed to melt aga�nst h�m �n her terror, and he caught her �n

h�s arms, held her fast there, felt her lashes beat h�s cheek l�ke
netted butterfl�es.

“What �s �t—what �s �t?” she stammered; but he had found her l�ps
at last and was dr�nk�ng unconsc�ousness of everyth�ng but the joy
they gave h�m.

She l�ngered a moment, caught �n the same strong current; then
she sl�pped from h�m and drew back a step or two, pale and
troubled. Her look smote h�m w�th compunct�on, and he cr�ed out, as
�f he saw her drown�ng �n a dream: “You can't go, Matt! I'll never let
you!”

“Go—go?” she stammered. “Must I go?”
The words went on sound�ng between them as though a torch of

warn�ng flew from hand to hand through a black landscape.
Ethan was overcome w�th shame at h�s lack of self-control �n

fl�ng�ng the news at her so brutally. H�s head reeled and he had to
support h�mself aga�nst the table. All the wh�le he felt as �f he were
st�ll k�ss�ng her, and yet dy�ng of th�rst for her l�ps.

“Ethan, what has happened? Is Zeena mad w�th me?”
Her cry stead�ed h�m, though �t deepened h�s wrath and p�ty. “No,

no,” he assured her, “�t's not that. But th�s new doctor has scared her
about herself. You know she bel�eves all they say the f�rst t�me she
sees them. And th�s one's told her she won't get well unless she lays
up and don't do a th�ng about the house—not for months—”

He paused, h�s eyes wander�ng from her m�serably. She stood
s�lent a moment, droop�ng before h�m l�ke a broken branch. She was
so small and weak-look�ng that �t wrung h�s heart; but suddenly she
l�fted her head and looked stra�ght at h�m. “And she wants somebody
hand�er �n my place? Is that �t?”

“That's what she says to-n�ght.”



“If she says �t to-n�ght she'll say �t to-morrow.”
Both bowed to the �nexorable truth: they knew that Zeena never

changed her m�nd, and that �n her case a resolve once taken was
equ�valent to an act performed.

There was a long s�lence between them; then Matt�e sa�d �n a low
vo�ce: “Don't be too sorry, Ethan.”

“Oh, God—oh, God,” he groaned. The glow of pass�on he had felt
for her had melted to an ach�ng tenderness. He saw her qu�ck l�ds
beat�ng back the tears, and longed to take her �n h�s arms and
soothe her.

“You're lett�ng your supper get cold,” she admon�shed h�m w�th a
pale gleam of ga�ety.

“Oh, Matt—Matt—where'll you go to?”
Her l�ds sank and a tremor crossed her face. He saw that for the

f�rst t�me the thought of the future came to her d�st�nctly. “I m�ght get
someth�ng to do over at Stamford,” she faltered, as �f know�ng that
he knew she had no hope.

He dropped back �nto h�s seat and h�d h�s face �n h�s hands.
Despa�r se�zed h�m at the thought of her sett�ng out alone to renew
the weary quest for work. In the only place where she was known
she was surrounded by �nd�fference or an�mos�ty; and what chance
had she, �nexper�enced and untra�ned, among the m�ll�on bread-
seekers of the c�t�es? There came back to h�m m�serable tales he
had heard at Worcester, and the faces of g�rls whose l�ves had
begun as hopefully as Matt�e's.... It was not poss�ble to th�nk of such
th�ngs w�thout a revolt of h�s whole be�ng. He sprang up suddenly.

“You can't go, Matt! I won't let you! She's always had her way, but I
mean to have m�ne now—”

Matt�e l�fted her hand w�th a qu�ck gesture, and he heard h�s w�fe's
step beh�nd h�m.

Zeena came �nto the room w�th her dragg�ng down-at-the-heel
step, and qu�etly took her accustomed seat between them.

“I felt a l�ttle m�te better, and Dr. Buck says I ought to eat all I can
to keep my strength up, even �f I a�n't got any appet�te,” she sa�d �n
her flat wh�ne, reach�ng across Matt�e for the teapot. Her “good”



dress had been replaced by the black cal�co and brown kn�tted shawl
wh�ch formed her da�ly wear, and w�th them she had put on her usual
face and manner. She poured out her tea, added a great deal of m�lk
to �t, helped herself largely to p�e and p�ckles, and made the fam�l�ar
gesture of adjust�ng her false teeth before she began to eat. The cat
rubbed �tself �ngrat�at�ngly aga�nst her, and she sa�d “Good Pussy,”
stooped to stroke �t and gave �t a scrap of meat from her plate.

Ethan sat speechless, not pretend�ng to eat, but Matt�e n�bbled
val�antly at her food and asked Zeena one or two quest�ons about
her v�s�t to Bettsbr�dge. Zeena answered �n her every-day tone and,
warm�ng to the theme, regaled them w�th several v�v�d descr�pt�ons
of �ntest�nal d�sturbances among her fr�ends and relat�ves. She
looked stra�ght at Matt�e as she spoke, a fa�nt sm�le deepen�ng the
vert�cal l�nes between her nose and ch�n.

When supper was over she rose from her seat and pressed her
hand to the flat surface over the reg�on of her heart. “That p�e of
yours always sets a m�te heavy, Matt,” she sa�d, not �ll-naturedly. She
seldom abbrev�ated the g�rl's name, and when she d�d so �t was
always a s�gn of affab�l�ty.

“I've a good m�nd to go and hunt up those stomach powders I got
last year over �n Spr�ngf�eld,” she cont�nued. “I a�n't tr�ed them for
qu�te a wh�le, and maybe they'll help the heartburn.”

Matt�e l�fted her eyes. “Can't I get them for you, Zeena?” she
ventured.

“No. They're �n a place you don't know about,” Zeena answered
darkly, w�th one of her secret looks.

She went out of the k�tchen and Matt�e, r�s�ng, began to clear the
d�shes from the table. As she passed Ethan's cha�r the�r eyes met
and clung together desolately. The warm st�ll k�tchen looked as
peaceful as the n�ght before. The cat had sprung to Zeena's rock�ng-
cha�r, and the heat of the f�re was beg�nn�ng to draw out the fa�nt
sharp scent of the geran�ums. Ethan dragged h�mself wear�ly to h�s
feet.

“I'll go out and take a look around,” he sa�d, go�ng toward the
passage to get h�s lantern.



As he reached the door he met Zeena com�ng back �nto the room,
her l�ps tw�tch�ng w�th anger, a flush of exc�tement on her sallow
face. The shawl had sl�pped from her shoulders and was dragg�ng at
her down-trodden heels, and �n her hands she carr�ed the fragments
of the red glass p�ckle-d�sh.

“I'd l�ke to know who done th�s,” she sa�d, look�ng sternly from
Ethan to Matt�e.

There was no answer, and she cont�nued �n a trembl�ng vo�ce: “I
went to get those powders I'd put away �n father's old spectacle-
case, top of the ch�na-closet, where I keep the th�ngs I set store by,
so's folks shan't meddle w�th them—” Her vo�ce broke, and two small
tears hung on her lashless l�ds and ran slowly down her cheeks. “It
takes the stepladder to get at the top shelf, and I put Aunt Ph�lura
Maple's p�ckle-d�sh up there o' purpose when we was marr�ed, and
�t's never been down s�nce, 'cept for the spr�ng clean�ng, and then I
always l�fted �t w�th my own hands, so's 't �t shouldn't get broke.” She
la�d the fragments reverently on the table. “I want to know who done
th�s,” she quavered.

At the challenge Ethan turned back �nto the room and faced her. “I
can tell you, then. The cat done �t.”

“The cat?”
“That's what I sa�d.”
She looked at h�m hard, and then turned her eyes to Matt�e, who

was carry�ng the d�sh-pan to the table.
“I'd l�ke to know how the cat got �nto my ch�na-closet”' she sa�d.
“Chas�n' m�ce, I guess,” Ethan rejo�ned. “There was a mouse

round the k�tchen all last even�ng.”
Zeena cont�nued to look from one to the other; then she em�tted

her small strange laugh. “I knew the cat was a smart cat,” she sa�d �n
a h�gh vo�ce, “but I d�dn't know he was smart enough to p�ck up the
p�eces of my p�ckle-d�sh and lay 'em edge to edge on the very shelf
he knocked 'em off of.”

Matt�e suddenly drew her arms out of the steam�ng water. “It
wasn't Ethan's fault, Zeena! The cat d�d break the d�sh; but I got �t



down from the ch�na-closet, and I'm the one to blame for �ts gett�ng
broken.”

Zeena stood bes�de the ru�n of her treasure, st�ffen�ng �nto a stony
�mage of resentment, “You got down my p�ckle-d�sh-what for?”

A br�ght flush flew to Matt�e's cheeks. “I wanted to make the
supper-table pretty,” she sa�d.

“You wanted to make the supper-table pretty; and you wa�ted t�ll
my back was turned, and took the th�ng I set most store by of
anyth�ng I've got, and wouldn't never use �t, not even when the
m�n�ster come to d�nner, or Aunt Martha P�erce come over from
Bettsbr�dge—” Zeena paused w�th a gasp, as �f terr�f�ed by her own
evocat�on of the sacr�lege. “You're a bad g�rl, Matt�e S�lver, and I
always known �t. It's the way your father begun, and I was warned of
�t when I took you, and I tr�ed to keep my th�ngs where you couldn't
get at 'em—and now you've took from me the one I cared for most of
all—” She broke off �n a short spasm of sobs that passed and left her
more than ever l�ke a shape of stone.

“If I'd 'a' l�stened to folks, you'd 'a' gone before now, and th�s
wouldn't 'a' happened,” she sa�d; and gather�ng up the b�ts of broken
glass she went out of the room as �f she carr�ed a dead body...



VIII
When Ethan was called back to the farm by h�s father's �llness h�s

mother gave h�m, for h�s own use, a small room beh�nd the
untenanted “best parlour.” Here he had na�led up shelves for h�s
books, bu�lt h�mself a box-sofa out of boards and a mattress, la�d out
h�s papers on a k�tchen-table, hung on the rough plaster wall an
engrav�ng of Abraham L�ncoln and a calendar w�th “Thoughts from
the Poets,” and tr�ed, w�th these meagre propert�es, to produce some
l�keness to the study of a “m�n�ster” who had been k�nd to h�m and
lent h�m books when he was at Worcester. He st�ll took refuge there
�n summer, but when Matt�e came to l�ve at the farm he had to g�ve
her h�s stove, and consequently the room was un�nhab�table for
several months of the year.

To th�s retreat he descended as soon as the house was qu�et, and
Zeena's steady breath�ng from the bed had assured h�m that there
was to be no sequel to the scene �n the k�tchen. After Zeena's
departure he and Matt�e had stood speechless, ne�ther seek�ng to
approach the other. Then the g�rl had returned to her task of clear�ng
up the k�tchen for the n�ght and he had taken h�s lantern and gone on
h�s usual round outs�de the house. The k�tchen was empty when he
came back to �t; but h�s tobacco-pouch and p�pe had been la�d on the
table, and under them was a scrap of paper torn from the back of a
seedsman's catalogue, on wh�ch three words were wr�tten: “Don't
trouble, Ethan.”

Go�ng �nto h�s cold dark “study” he placed the lantern on the table
and, stoop�ng to �ts l�ght, read the message aga�n and aga�n. It was
the f�rst t�me that Matt�e had ever wr�tten to h�m, and the possess�on
of the paper gave h�m a strange new sense of her nearness; yet �t
deepened h�s angu�sh by rem�nd�ng h�m that henceforth they would
have no other way of commun�cat�ng w�th each other. For the l�fe of
her sm�le, the warmth of her vo�ce, only cold paper and dead words!



Confused mot�ons of rebell�on stormed �n h�m. He was too young,
too strong, too full of the sap of l�v�ng, to subm�t so eas�ly to the
destruct�on of h�s hopes. Must he wear out all h�s years at the s�de of
a b�tter querulous woman? Other poss�b�l�t�es had been �n h�m,
poss�b�l�t�es sacr�f�ced, one by one, to Zeena's narrow-m�ndedness
and �gnorance. And what good had come of �t? She was a hundred
t�mes b�tterer and more d�scontented than when he had marr�ed her:
the one pleasure left her was to �nfl�ct pa�n on h�m. All the healthy
�nst�ncts of self-defence rose up �n h�m aga�nst such waste...

He bundled h�mself �nto h�s old coon-sk�n coat and lay down on
the box-sofa to th�nk. Under h�s cheek he felt a hard object w�th
strange protuberances. It was a cush�on wh�ch Zeena had made for
h�m when they were engaged—the only p�ece of needlework he had
ever seen her do. He flung �t across the floor and propped h�s head
aga�nst the wall...

He knew a case of a man over the mounta�n—a young fellow of
about h�s own age—who had escaped from just such a l�fe of m�sery
by go�ng West w�th the g�rl he cared for. H�s w�fe had d�vorced h�m,
and he had marr�ed the g�rl and prospered. Ethan had seen the
couple the summer before at Shadd's Falls, where they had come to
v�s�t relat�ves. They had a l�ttle g�rl w�th fa�r curls, who wore a gold
locket and was dressed l�ke a pr�ncess. The deserted w�fe had not
done badly e�ther. Her husband had g�ven her the farm and she had
managed to sell �t, and w�th that and the al�mony she had started a
lunch-room at Bettsbr�dge and bloomed �nto act�v�ty and �mportance.
Ethan was f�red by the thought. Why should he not leave w�th Matt�e
the next day, �nstead of lett�ng her go alone? He would h�de h�s
val�se under the seat of the sle�gh, and Zeena would suspect noth�ng
t�ll she went upsta�rs for her afternoon nap and found a letter on the
bed...

H�s �mpulses were st�ll near the surface, and he sprang up, re-l�t
the lantern, and sat down at the table. He rummaged �n the drawer
for a sheet of paper, found one, and began to wr�te.

“Zeena, I've done all I could for you, and I don't see as �t's been
any use. I don't blame you, nor I don't blame myself. Maybe both of



us w�ll do better separate. I'm go�ng to try my luck West, and you can
sell the farm and m�ll, and keep the money—”

H�s pen paused on the word, wh�ch brought home to h�m the
relentless cond�t�ons of h�s lot. If he gave the farm and m�ll to Zeena
what would be left h�m to start h�s own l�fe w�th? Once �n the West he
was sure of p�ck�ng up work—he would not have feared to try h�s
chance alone. But w�th Matt�e depend�ng on h�m the case was
d�fferent. And what of Zeena's fate? Farm and m�ll were mortgaged
to the l�m�t of the�r value, and even �f she found a purchaser—�n �tself
an unl�kely chance—�t was doubtful �f she could clear a thousand
dollars on the sale. Meanwh�le, how could she keep the farm go�ng?
It was only by �ncessant labour and personal superv�s�on that Ethan
drew a meagre l�v�ng from h�s land, and h�s w�fe, even �f she were �n
better health than she �mag�ned, could never carry such a burden
alone.

Well, she could go back to her people, then, and see what they
would do for her. It was the fate she was forc�ng on Matt�e—why not
let her try �t herself? By the t�me she had d�scovered h�s
whereabouts, and brought su�t for d�vorce, he would probably—
wherever he was—be earn�ng enough to pay her a suff�c�ent
al�mony. And the alternat�ve was to let Matt�e go forth alone, w�th far
less hope of ult�mate prov�s�on...

He had scattered the contents of the table-drawer �n h�s search for
a sheet of paper, and as he took up h�s pen h�s eye fell on an old
copy of the Bettsbr�dge Eagle. The advert�s�ng sheet was folded
uppermost, and he read the seduct�ve words: “Tr�ps to the West:
Reduced Rates.”

He drew the lantern nearer and eagerly scanned the fares; then
the paper fell from h�s hand and he pushed as�de h�s unf�n�shed
letter. A moment ago he had wondered what he and Matt�e were to
l�ve on when they reached the West; now he saw that he had not
even the money to take her there. Borrow�ng was out of the
quest�on: s�x months before he had g�ven h�s only secur�ty to ra�se
funds for necessary repa�rs to the m�ll, and he knew that w�thout
secur�ty no one at Starkf�eld would lend h�m ten dollars. The
�nexorable facts closed �n on h�m l�ke pr�son-warders handcuff�ng a



conv�ct. There was no way out—none. He was a pr�soner for l�fe, and
now h�s one ray of l�ght was to be ext�ngu�shed.

He crept back heav�ly to the sofa, stretch�ng h�mself out w�th l�mbs
so leaden that he felt as �f they would never move aga�n. Tears rose
�n h�s throat and slowly burned the�r way to h�s l�ds.

As he lay there, the w�ndow-pane that faced h�m, grow�ng
gradually l�ghter, �nla�d upon the darkness a square of moon-
suffused sky. A crooked tree-branch crossed �t, a branch of the
apple-tree under wh�ch, on summer even�ngs, he had somet�mes
found Matt�e s�tt�ng when he came up from the m�ll. Slowly the r�m of
the ra�ny vapours caught f�re and burnt away, and a pure moon
swung �nto the blue. Ethan, r�s�ng on h�s elbow, watched the
landscape wh�ten and shape �tself under the sculpture of the moon.
Th�s was the n�ght on wh�ch he was to have taken Matt�e coast�ng,
and there hung the lamp to l�ght them! He looked out at the slopes
bathed �n lustre, the s�lver-edged darkness of the woods, the spectral
purple of the h�lls aga�nst the sky, and �t seemed as though all the
beauty of the n�ght had been poured out to mock h�s wretchedness...

He fell asleep, and when he woke the ch�ll of the w�nter dawn was
�n the room. He felt cold and st�ff and hungry, and ashamed of be�ng
hungry. He rubbed h�s eyes and went to the w�ndow. A red sun stood
over the grey r�m of the f�elds, beh�nd trees that looked black and
br�ttle. He sa�d to h�mself: “Th�s �s Matt's last day,” and tr�ed to th�nk
what the place would be w�thout her.

As he stood there he heard a step beh�nd h�m and she entered.
“Oh, Ethan—were you here all n�ght?”
She looked so small and p�nched, �n her poor dress, w�th the red

scarf wound about her, and the cold l�ght turn�ng her paleness
sallow, that Ethan stood before her w�thout speak�ng.

“You must be frozen,” she went on, f�x�ng lustreless eyes on h�m.
He drew a step nearer. “How d�d you know I was here?”
“Because I heard you go down sta�rs aga�n after I went to bed, and

I l�stened all n�ght, and you d�dn't come up.”
All h�s tenderness rushed to h�s l�ps. He looked at her and sa�d: “I'll

come r�ght along and make up the k�tchen f�re.”



They went back to the k�tchen, and he fetched the coal and
k�ndl�ngs and cleared out the stove for her, wh�le she brought �n the
m�lk and the cold rema�ns of the meat-p�e. When warmth began to
rad�ate from the stove, and the f�rst ray of sunl�ght lay on the k�tchen
floor, Ethan's dark thoughts melted �n the mellower a�r. The s�ght of
Matt�e go�ng about her work as he had seen her on so many
morn�ngs made �t seem �mposs�ble that she should ever cease to be
a part of the scene. He sa�d to h�mself that he had doubtless
exaggerated the s�gn�f�cance of Zeena's threats, and that she too,
w�th the return of dayl�ght, would come to a saner mood.

He went up to Matt�e as she bent above the stove, and la�d h�s
hand on her arm. “I don't want you should trouble e�ther,” he sa�d,
look�ng down �nto her eyes w�th a sm�le.

She flushed up warmly and wh�spered back: “No, Ethan, I a�n't
go�ng to trouble.”

“I guess th�ngs'll stra�ghten out,” he added.
There was no answer but a qu�ck throb of her l�ds, and he went on:

“She a�n't sa�d anyth�ng th�s morn�ng?”
“No. I haven't seen her yet.”
“Don't you take any not�ce when you do.”
W�th th�s �njunct�on he left her and went out to the cow-barn. He

saw Jotham Powell walk�ng up the h�ll through the morn�ng m�st, and
the fam�l�ar s�ght added to h�s grow�ng conv�ct�on of secur�ty.

As the two men were clear�ng out the stalls Jotham rested on h�s
p�tch-fork to say: “Dan'l Byrne's go�n' over to the Flats to-day noon,
an' he c'd take Matt�e's trunk along, and make �t eas�er r�d�n' when I
take her over �n the sle�gh.”

Ethan looked at h�m blankly, and he cont�nued: “M�s' Frome sa�d
the new g�rl'd be at the Flats at f�ve, and I was to take Matt�e then,
so's 't she could ketch the s�x o'clock tra�n for Stamford.”

Ethan felt the blood drumm�ng �n h�s temples. He had to wa�t a
moment before he could f�nd vo�ce to say: “Oh, �t a�n't so sure about
Matt�e's go�ng—”

“That so?” sa�d Jotham �nd�fferently; and they went on w�th the�r
work.



When they returned to the k�tchen the two women were already at
breakfast. Zeena had an a�r of unusual alertness and act�v�ty. She
drank two cups of coffee and fed the cat w�th the scraps left �n the
p�e-d�sh; then she rose from her seat and, walk�ng over to the
w�ndow, sn�pped two or three yellow leaves from the geran�ums.
“Aunt Martha's a�n't got a faded leaf on 'em; but they p�ne away when
they a�n't cared for,” she sa�d reflect�vely. Then she turned to Jotham
and asked: “What t�me'd you say Dan'l Byrne'd be along?”

The h�red man threw a hes�tat�ng glance at Ethan. “Round about
noon,” he sa�d.

Zeena turned to Matt�e. “That trunk of yours �s too heavy for the
sle�gh, and Dan'l Byrne'll be round to take �t over to the Flats,” she
sa�d.

“I'm much obl�ged to you, Zeena,” sa�d Matt�e.
“I'd l�ke to go over th�ngs w�th you f�rst,” Zeena cont�nued �n an

unperturbed vo�ce. “I know there's a huckabuck towel m�ss�ng; and I
can't make out what you done w�th that match-safe 't used to stand
beh�nd the stuffed owl �n the parlour.”

She went out, followed by Matt�e, and when the men were alone
Jotham sa�d to h�s employer: “I guess I better let Dan'l come round,
then.”

Ethan f�n�shed h�s usual morn�ng tasks about the house and barn;
then he sa�d to Jotham: “I'm go�ng down to Starkf�eld. Tell them not
to wa�t d�nner.”

The pass�on of rebell�on had broken out �n h�m aga�n. That wh�ch
had seemed �ncred�ble �n the sober l�ght of day had really come to
pass, and he was to ass�st as a helpless spectator at Matt�e's
ban�shment. H�s manhood was humbled by the part he was
compelled to play and by the thought of what Matt�e must th�nk of
h�m. Confused �mpulses struggled �n h�m as he strode along to the
v�llage. He had made up h�s m�nd to do someth�ng, but he d�d not
know what �t would be.

The early m�st had van�shed and the f�elds lay l�ke a s�lver sh�eld
under the sun. It was one of the days when the gl�tter of w�nter
sh�nes through a pale haze of spr�ng. Every yard of the road was



al�ve w�th Matt�e's presence, and there was hardly a branch aga�nst
the sky or a tangle of brambles on the bank �n wh�ch some br�ght
shred of memory was not caught. Once, �n the st�llness, the call of a
b�rd �n a mounta�n ash was so l�ke her laughter that h�s heart
t�ghtened and then grew large; and all these th�ngs made h�m see
that someth�ng must be done at once.

Suddenly �t occurred to h�m that Andrew Hale, who was a k�nd-
hearted man, m�ght be �nduced to recons�der h�s refusal and
advance a small sum on the lumber �f he were told that Zeena's �ll-
health made �t necessary to h�re a servant. Hale, after all, knew
enough of Ethan's s�tuat�on to make �t poss�ble for the latter to renew
h�s appeal w�thout too much loss of pr�de; and, moreover, how much
d�d pr�de count �n the ebull�t�on of pass�ons �n h�s breast?

The more he cons�dered h�s plan the more hopeful �t seemed. If he
could get Mrs. Hale's ear he felt certa�n of success, and w�th f�fty
dollars �n h�s pocket noth�ng could keep h�m from Matt�e...

H�s f�rst object was to reach Starkf�eld before Hale had started for
h�s work; he knew the carpenter had a job down the Corbury road
and was l�kely to leave h�s house early. Ethan's long str�des grew
more rap�d w�th the accelerated beat of h�s thoughts, and as he
reached the foot of School House H�ll he caught s�ght of Hale's
sle�gh �n the d�stance. He hurr�ed forward to meet �t, but as �t drew
nearer he saw that �t was dr�ven by the carpenter's youngest boy and
that the f�gure at h�s s�de, look�ng l�ke a large upr�ght cocoon �n
spectacles, was that of Mrs. Hale. Ethan s�gned to them to stop, and
Mrs. Hale leaned forward, her p�nk wr�nkles tw�nkl�ng w�th
benevolence.

“Mr. Hale? Why, yes, you'll f�nd h�m down home now. He a�n't
go�ng to h�s work th�s forenoon. He woke up w�th a touch o' lumbago,
and I just made h�m put on one of old Dr. K�dder's plasters and set
r�ght up �nto the f�re.”

Beam�ng maternally on Ethan, she bent over to add: “I on'y just
heard from Mr. Hale 'bout Zeena's go�ng over to Bettsbr�dge to see
that new doctor. I'm real sorry she's feel�ng so bad aga�n! I hope he
th�nks he can do someth�ng for her. I don't know anybody round
here's had more s�ckness than Zeena. I always tell Mr. Hale I don't



know what she'd 'a' done �f she hadn't 'a' had you to look after her;
and I used to say the same th�ng 'bout your mother. You've had an
awful mean t�me, Ethan Frome.”

She gave h�m a last nod of sympathy wh�le her son ch�rped to the
horse; and Ethan, as she drove off, stood �n the m�ddle of the road
and stared after the retreat�ng sle�gh.

It was a long t�me s�nce any one had spoken to h�m as k�ndly as
Mrs. Hale. Most people were e�ther �nd�fferent to h�s troubles, or
d�sposed to th�nk �t natural that a young fellow of h�s age should have
carr�ed w�thout rep�n�ng the burden of three cr�ppled l�ves. But Mrs.
Hale had sa�d, “You've had an awful mean t�me, Ethan Frome,” and
he felt less alone w�th h�s m�sery. If the Hales were sorry for h�m they
would surely respond to h�s appeal...

He started down the road toward the�r house, but at the end of a
few yards he pulled up sharply, the blood �n h�s face. For the f�rst
t�me, �n the l�ght of the words he had just heard, he saw what he was
about to do. He was plann�ng to take advantage of the Hales'
sympathy to obta�n money from them on false pretences. That was a
pla�n statement of the cloudy purpose wh�ch had dr�ven h�m �n
headlong to Starkf�eld.

W�th the sudden percept�on of the po�nt to wh�ch h�s madness had
carr�ed h�m, the madness fell and he saw h�s l�fe before h�m as �t
was. He was a poor man, the husband of a s�ckly woman, whom h�s
desert�on would leave alone and dest�tute; and even �f he had had
the heart to desert her he could have done so only by dece�v�ng two
k�ndly people who had p�t�ed h�m.

He turned and walked slowly back to the farm.





IX
At the k�tchen door Dan�el Byrne sat �n h�s sle�gh beh�nd a b�g-

boned grey who pawed the snow and swung h�s long head restlessly
from s�de to s�de.

Ethan went �nto the k�tchen and found h�s w�fe by the stove. Her
head was wrapped �n her shawl, and she was read�ng a book called
“K�dney Troubles and The�r Cure” on wh�ch he had had to pay extra
postage only a few days before.

Zeena d�d not move or look up when he entered, and after a
moment he asked: “Where's Matt�e?”

W�thout l�ft�ng her eyes from the page she repl�ed: “I presume
she's gett�ng down her trunk.”

The blood rushed to h�s face. “Gett�ng down her trunk—alone?”
“Jotham Powell's down �n the wood-lot, and Dan'l Byrne says he

darsn't leave that horse,” she returned.
Her husband, w�thout stopp�ng to hear the end of the phrase, had

left the k�tchen and sprung up the sta�rs. The door of Matt�e's room
was shut, and he wavered a moment on the land�ng. “Matt,” he sa�d
�n a low vo�ce; but there was no answer, and he put h�s hand on the
door-knob.

He had never been �n her room except once, �n the early summer,
when he had gone there to plaster up a leak �n the eaves, but he
remembered exactly how everyth�ng had looked: the red-and-wh�te
qu�lt on her narrow bed, the pretty p�n-cush�on on the chest of
drawers, and over �t the enlarged photograph of her mother, �n an
oxyd�zed frame, w�th a bunch of dyed grasses at the back. Now
these and all other tokens of her presence had van�shed, and the
room looked as bare and comfortless as when Zeena had shown her
�nto �t on the day of her arr�val. In the m�ddle of the floor stood her
trunk, and on the trunk she sat �n her Sunday dress, her back turned
to the door and her face �n her hands. She had not heard Ethan's



call because she was sobb�ng and she d�d not hear h�s step t�ll he
stood close beh�nd her and la�d h�s hands on her shoulders.

“Matt—oh, don't—oh, Matt!”
She started up, l�ft�ng her wet face to h�s. “Ethan—I thought I

wasn't ever go�ng to see you aga�n!”
He took her �n h�s arms, press�ng her close, and w�th a trembl�ng

hand smoothed away the ha�r from her forehead.
“Not see me aga�n? What do you mean?”
She sobbed out: “Jotham sa�d you told h�m we wasn't to wa�t

d�nner for you, and I thought—”
“You thought I meant to cut �t?” he f�n�shed for her gr�mly.
She clung to h�m w�thout answer�ng, and he la�d h�s l�ps on her

ha�r, wh�ch was soft yet spr�ngy, l�ke certa�n mosses on warm slopes,
and had the fa�nt woody fragrance of fresh sawdust �n the sun.

Through the door they heard Zeena's vo�ce call�ng out from below:
“Dan'l Byrne says you better hurry up �f you want h�m to take that
trunk.”

They drew apart w�th str�cken faces. Words of res�stance rushed to
Ethan's l�ps and d�ed there. Matt�e found her handkerch�ef and dr�ed
her eyes; then, bend�ng down, she took hold of a handle of the trunk.

Ethan put her as�de. “You let go, Matt,” he ordered her.
She answered: “It takes two to coax �t round the corner”; and

subm�tt�ng to th�s argument he grasped the other handle, and
together they manoeuvred the heavy trunk out to the land�ng.

“Now let go,” he repeated; then he shouldered the trunk and
carr�ed �t down the sta�rs and across the passage to the k�tchen.
Zeena, who had gone back to her seat by the stove, d�d not l�ft her
head from her book as he passed. Matt�e followed h�m out of the
door and helped h�m to l�ft the trunk �nto the back of the sle�gh. When
�t was �n place they stood s�de by s�de on the door-step, watch�ng
Dan�el Byrne plunge off beh�nd h�s f�dgety horse.

It seemed to Ethan that h�s heart was bound w�th cords wh�ch an
unseen hand was t�ghten�ng w�th every t�ck of the clock. Tw�ce he



opened h�s l�ps to speak to Matt�e and found no breath. At length, as
she turned to re-enter the house, he la�d a deta�n�ng hand on her.

“I'm go�ng to dr�ve you over, Matt,” he wh�spered.
She murmured back: “I th�nk Zeena wants I should go w�th

Jotham.”
“I'm go�ng to dr�ve you over,” he repeated; and she went �nto the

k�tchen w�thout answer�ng.
At d�nner Ethan could not eat. If he l�fted h�s eyes they rested on

Zeena's p�nched face, and the corners of her stra�ght l�ps seemed to
qu�ver away �nto a sm�le. She ate well, declar�ng that the m�ld
weather made her feel better, and pressed a second help�ng of
beans on Jotham Powell, whose wants she generally �gnored.

Matt�e, when the meal was over, went about her usual task of
clear�ng the table and wash�ng up the d�shes. Zeena, after feed�ng
the cat, had returned to her rock�ng-cha�r by the stove, and Jotham
Powell, who always l�ngered last, reluctantly pushed back h�s cha�r
and moved toward the door.

On the threshold he turned back to say to Ethan: “What t�me'll I
come round for Matt�e?”

Ethan was stand�ng near the w�ndow, mechan�cally f�ll�ng h�s p�pe
wh�le he watched Matt�e move to and fro. He answered: “You needn't
come round; I'm go�ng to dr�ve her over myself.”

He saw the r�se of the colour �n Matt�e's averted cheek, and the
qu�ck l�ft�ng of Zeena's head.

“I want you should stay here th�s afternoon, Ethan,” h�s w�fe sa�d.
“Jotham can dr�ve Matt�e over.”

Matt�e flung an �mplor�ng glance at h�m, but he repeated curtly:
“I'm go�ng to dr�ve her over myself.”

Zeena cont�nued �n the same even tone: “I wanted you should stay
and f�x up that stove �n Matt�e's room afore the g�rl gets here. It a�n't
been draw�ng r�ght for n�gh on a month now.”

Ethan's vo�ce rose �nd�gnantly. “If �t was good enough for Matt�e I
guess �t's good enough for a h�red g�rl.”



“That g�rl that's com�ng told me she was used to a house where
they had a furnace,” Zeena pers�sted w�th the same monotonous
m�ldness.

“She'd better ha' stayed there then,” he flung back at her; and
turn�ng to Matt�e he added �n a hard vo�ce: “You be ready by three,
Matt; I've got bus�ness at Corbury.”

Jotham Powell had started for the barn, and Ethan strode down
after h�m aflame w�th anger. The pulses �n h�s temples throbbed and
a fog was �n h�s eyes. He went about h�s task w�thout know�ng what
force d�rected h�m, or whose hands and feet were fulf�ll�ng �ts orders.
It was not t�ll he led out the sorrel and backed h�m between the
shafts of the sle�gh that he once more became consc�ous of what he
was do�ng. As he passed the br�dle over the horse's head, and
wound the traces around the shafts, he remembered the day when
he had made the same preparat�ons �n order to dr�ve over and meet
h�s w�fe's cous�n at the Flats. It was l�ttle more than a year ago, on
just such a soft afternoon, w�th a “feel” of spr�ng �n the a�r. The sorrel,
turn�ng the same b�g r�nged eye on h�m, nuzzled the palm of h�s
hand �n the same way; and one by one all the days between rose up
and stood before h�m...

He flung the bearsk�n �nto the sle�gh, cl�mbed to the seat, and
drove up to the house. When he entered the k�tchen �t was empty,
but Matt�e's bag and shawl lay ready by the door. He went to the foot
of the sta�rs and l�stened. No sound reached h�m from above, but
presently he thought he heard some one mov�ng about �n h�s
deserted study, and push�ng open the door he saw Matt�e, �n her hat
and jacket, stand�ng w�th her back to h�m near the table.

She started at h�s approach and turn�ng qu�ckly, sa�d: “Is �t t�me?”
“What are you do�ng here, Matt?” he asked her.
She looked at h�m t�m�dly. “I was just tak�ng a look round—that's

all,” she answered, w�th a waver�ng sm�le.
They went back �nto the k�tchen w�thout speak�ng, and Ethan

p�cked up her bag and shawl.
“Where's Zeena?” he asked.



“She went upsta�rs r�ght after d�nner. She sa�d she had those
shoot�ng pa�ns aga�n, and d�dn't want to be d�sturbed.”

“D�dn't she say good-bye to you?”
“No. That was all she sa�d.”
Ethan, look�ng slowly about the k�tchen, sa�d to h�mself w�th a

shudder that �n a few hours he would be return�ng to �t alone. Then
the sense of unreal�ty overcame h�m once more, and he could not
br�ng h�mself to bel�eve that Matt�e stood there for the last t�me
before h�m.

“Come on,” he sa�d almost ga�ly, open�ng the door and putt�ng her
bag �nto the sle�gh. He sprang to h�s seat and bent over to tuck the
rug about her as she sl�pped �nto the place at h�s s�de. “Now then, go
'long,” he sa�d, w�th a shake of the re�ns that sent the sorrel plac�dly
jogg�ng down the h�ll.

“We got lots of t�me for a good r�de, Matt!” he cr�ed, seek�ng her
hand beneath the fur and press�ng �t �n h�s. H�s face t�ngled and he
felt d�zzy, as �f he had stopped �n at the Starkf�eld saloon on a zero
day for a dr�nk.

At the gate, �nstead of mak�ng for Starkf�eld, he turned the sorrel to
the r�ght, up the Bettsbr�dge road. Matt�e sat s�lent, g�v�ng no s�gn of
surpr�se; but after a moment she sa�d: “Are you go�ng round by
Shadow Pond?”

He laughed and answered: “I knew you'd know!”
She drew closer under the bearsk�n, so that, look�ng s�deways

around h�s coat-sleeve, he could just catch the t�p of her nose and a
blown brown wave of ha�r. They drove slowly up the road between
f�elds gl�sten�ng under the pale sun, and then bent to the r�ght down
a lane edged w�th spruce and larch. Ahead of them, a long way off, a
range of h�lls sta�ned by mottl�ngs of black forest flowed away �n
round wh�te curves aga�nst the sky. The lane passed �nto a p�ne-
wood w�th boles redden�ng �n the afternoon sun and del�cate blue
shadows on the snow. As they entered �t the breeze fell and a warm
st�llness seemed to drop from the branches w�th the dropp�ng
needles. Here the snow was so pure that the t�ny tracks of wood-



an�mals had left on �t �ntr�cate lace-l�ke patterns, and the blu�sh cones
caught �n �ts surface stood out l�ke ornaments of bronze.

Ethan drove on �n s�lence t�ll they reached a part of the wood
where the p�nes were more w�dely spaced; then he drew up and
helped Matt�e to get out of the sle�gh. They passed between the
aromat�c trunks, the snow break�ng cr�sply under the�r feet, t�ll they
came to a small sheet of water w�th steep wooded s�des. Across �ts
frozen surface, from the farther bank, a s�ngle h�ll r�s�ng aga�nst the
western sun threw the long con�cal shadow wh�ch gave the lake �ts
name. It was a shy secret spot, full of the same dumb melancholy
that Ethan felt �n h�s heart.

He looked up and down the l�ttle pebbly beach t�ll h�s eye l�t on a
fallen tree-trunk half submerged �n snow.

“There's where we sat at the p�cn�c,” he rem�nded her.
The enterta�nment of wh�ch he spoke was one of the few that they

had taken part �n together: a “church p�cn�c” wh�ch, on a long
afternoon of the preced�ng summer, had f�lled the ret�red place w�th
merry-mak�ng. Matt�e had begged h�m to go w�th her but he had
refused. Then, toward sunset, com�ng down from the mounta�n
where he had been fell�ng t�mber, he had been caught by some
strayed revellers and drawn �nto the group by the lake, where Matt�e,
enc�rcled by facet�ous youths, and br�ght as a blackberry under her
spread�ng hat, was brew�ng coffee over a g�psy f�re. He remembered
the shyness he had felt at approach�ng her �n h�s uncouth clothes,
and then the l�ght�ng up of her face, and the way she had broken
through the group to come to h�m w�th a cup �n her hand. They had
sat for a few m�nutes on the fallen log by the pond, and she had
m�ssed her gold locket, and set the young men search�ng for �t; and �t
was Ethan who had sp�ed �t �n the moss.... That was all; but all the�r
�ntercourse had been made up of just such �nart�culate flashes, when
they seemed to come suddenly upon happ�ness as �f they had
surpr�sed a butterfly �n the w�nter woods...

“It was r�ght there I found your locket,” he sa�d, push�ng h�s foot
�nto a dense tuft of blueberry bushes.

“I never saw anybody w�th such sharp eyes!” she answered.



She sat down on the tree-trunk �n the sun and he sat down bes�de
her.

“You were as pretty as a p�cture �n that p�nk hat,” he sa�d.
She laughed w�th pleasure. “Oh, I guess �t was the hat!” she

rejo�ned.
They had never before avowed the�r �ncl�nat�on so openly, and

Ethan, for a moment, had the �llus�on that he was a free man, woo�ng
the g�rl he meant to marry. He looked at her ha�r and longed to touch
�t aga�n, and to tell her that �t smelt of the woods; but he had never
learned to say such th�ngs.

Suddenly she rose to her feet and sa�d: “We mustn't stay here any
longer.”

He cont�nued to gaze at her vaguely, only half-roused from h�s
dream. “There's plenty of t�me,” he answered.

They stood look�ng at each other as �f the eyes of each were
stra�n�ng to absorb and hold fast the other's �mage. There were
th�ngs he had to say to her before they parted, but he could not say
them �n that place of summer memor�es, and he turned and followed
her �n s�lence to the sle�gh. As they drove away the sun sank beh�nd
the h�ll and the p�ne-boles turned from red to grey.

By a dev�ous track between the f�elds they wound back to the
Starkf�eld road. Under the open sky the l�ght was st�ll clear, w�th a
reflect�on of cold red on the eastern h�lls. The clumps of trees �n the
snow seemed to draw together �n ruffled lumps, l�ke b�rds w�th the�r
heads under the�r w�ngs; and the sky, as �t paled, rose h�gher,
leav�ng the earth more alone.

As they turned �nto the Starkf�eld road Ethan sa�d: “Matt, what do
you mean to do?”

She d�d not answer at once, but at length she sa�d: “I'll try to get a
place �n a store.”

“You know you can't do �t. The bad a�r and the stand�ng all day
nearly k�lled you before.”

“I'm a lot stronger than I was before I came to Starkf�eld.”
“And now you're go�ng to throw away all the good �t's done you!”



There seemed to be no answer to th�s, and aga�n they drove on for
a wh�le w�thout speak�ng. W�th every yard of the way some spot
where they had stood, and laughed together or been s�lent, clutched
at Ethan and dragged h�m back.

“Isn't there any of your father's folks could help you?”
“There �sn't any of 'em I'd ask.”
He lowered h�s vo�ce to say: “You know there's noth�ng I wouldn't

do for you �f I could.”
“I know there �sn't.”
“But I can't—”
She was s�lent, but he felt a sl�ght tremor �n the shoulder aga�nst

h�s.
“Oh, Matt,” he broke out, “�f I could ha' gone w�th you now I'd ha'

done �t—”
She turned to h�m, pull�ng a scrap of paper from her breast. “Ethan

—I found th�s,” she stammered. Even �n the fa�l�ng l�ght he saw �t was
the letter to h�s w�fe that he had begun the n�ght before and forgotten
to destroy. Through h�s aston�shment there ran a f�erce thr�ll of joy.
“Matt—” he cr�ed; “�f I could ha' done �t, would you?”

“Oh, Ethan, Ethan—what's the use?” W�th a sudden movement
she tore the letter �n shreds and sent them flutter�ng off �nto the
snow.

“Tell me, Matt! Tell me!” he adjured her.
She was s�lent for a moment; then she sa�d, �n such a low tone

that he had to stoop h�s head to hear her: “I used to th�nk of �t
somet�mes, summer n�ghts when the moon was so br�ght. I couldn't
sleep.”

H�s heart reeled w�th the sweetness of �t. “As long ago as that?”
She answered, as �f the date had long been f�xed for her: “The f�rst

t�me was at Shadow Pond.”
“Was that why you gave me my coffee before the others?”
“I don't know. D�d I? I was dreadfully put out when you wouldn't go

to the p�cn�c w�th me; and then, when I saw you com�ng down the



road, I thought maybe you'd gone home that way o' purpose; and
that made me glad.”

They were s�lent aga�n. They had reached the po�nt where the
road d�pped to the hollow by Ethan's m�ll and as they descended the
darkness descended w�th them, dropp�ng down l�ke a black ve�l from
the heavy hemlock boughs.

“I'm t�ed hand and foot, Matt. There �sn't a th�ng I can do,” he
began aga�n.

“You must wr�te to me somet�mes, Ethan.”
“Oh, what good'll wr�t�ng do? I want to put my hand out and touch

you. I want to do for you and care for you. I want to be there when
you're s�ck and when you're lonesome.”

“You mustn't th�nk but what I'll do all r�ght.”
“You won't need me, you mean? I suppose you'll marry!”
“Oh, Ethan!” she cr�ed.
“I don't know how �t �s you make me feel, Matt. I'd a'most rather

have you dead than that!”
“Oh, I w�sh I was, I w�sh I was!” she sobbed.
The sound of her weep�ng shook h�m out of h�s dark anger, and he

felt ashamed.
“Don't let's talk that way,” he wh�spered.
“Why shouldn't we, when �t's true? I've been w�sh�ng �t every

m�nute of the day.”
“Matt! You be qu�et! Don't you say �t.”
“There's never anybody been good to me but you.”
“Don't say that e�ther, when I can't l�ft a hand for you!”
“Yes; but �t's true just the same.”
They had reached the top of School House H�ll and Starkf�eld lay

below them �n the tw�l�ght. A cutter, mount�ng the road from the
v�llage, passed them by �n a joyous flutter of bells, and they
stra�ghtened themselves and looked ahead w�th r�g�d faces. Along
the ma�n street l�ghts had begun to sh�ne from the house-fronts and



stray f�gures were turn�ng �n here and there at the gates. Ethan, w�th
a touch of h�s wh�p, roused the sorrel to a langu�d trot.

As they drew near the end of the v�llage the cr�es of ch�ldren
reached them, and they saw a knot of boys, w�th sleds beh�nd them,
scatter�ng across the open space before the church.

“I guess th�s'll be the�r last coast for a day or two,” Ethan sa�d,
look�ng up at the m�ld sky.

Matt�e was s�lent, and he added: “We were to have gone down last
n�ght.”

St�ll she d�d not speak and, prompted by an obscure des�re to help
h�mself and her through the�r m�serable last hour, he went on
d�scurs�vely: “A�n't �t funny we haven't been down together but just
that once last w�nter?”

She answered: “It wasn't often I got down to the v�llage.”
“That's so,” he sa�d.
They had reached the crest of the Corbury road, and between the

�nd�st�nct wh�te gl�mmer of the church and the black curta�n of the
Varnum spruces the slope stretched away below them w�thout a sled
on �ts length. Some errat�c �mpulse prompted Ethan to say: “How'd
you l�ke me to take you down now?”

She forced a laugh. “Why, there �sn't t�me!”
“There's all the t�me we want. Come along!” H�s one des�re now

was to postpone the moment of turn�ng the sorrel toward the Flats.
“But the g�rl,” she faltered. “The g�rl'll be wa�t�ng at the stat�on.”
“Well, let her wa�t. You'd have to �f she d�dn't. Come!”
The note of author�ty �n h�s vo�ce seemed to subdue her, and when

he had jumped from the sle�gh she let h�m help her out, say�ng only,
w�th a vague fe�nt of reluctance: “But there �sn't a sled round
anywheres.”

“Yes, there �s! R�ght over there under the spruces.” He threw the
bearsk�n over the sorrel, who stood pass�vely by the roads�de,
hang�ng a med�tat�ve head. Then he caught Matt�e's hand and drew
her after h�m toward the sled.



She seated herself obed�ently and he took h�s place beh�nd her, so
close that her ha�r brushed h�s face. “All r�ght, Matt?” he called out,
as �f the w�dth of the road had been between them.

She turned her head to say: “It's dreadfully dark. Are you sure you
can see?”

He laughed contemptuously: “I could go down th�s coast w�th my
eyes t�ed!” and she laughed w�th h�m, as �f she l�ked h�s audac�ty.
Nevertheless he sat st�ll a moment, stra�n�ng h�s eyes down the long
h�ll, for �t was the most confus�ng hour of the even�ng, the hour when
the last clearness from the upper sky �s merged w�th the r�s�ng n�ght
�n a blur that d�sgu�ses landmarks and fals�f�es d�stances.

“Now!” he cr�ed.
The sled started w�th a bound, and they flew on through the dusk,

gather�ng smoothness and speed as they went, w�th the hollow n�ght
open�ng out below them and the a�r s�ng�ng by l�ke an organ. Matt�e
sat perfectly st�ll, but as they reached the bend at the foot of the h�ll,
where the b�g elm thrust out a deadly elbow, he fanc�ed that she
shrank a l�ttle closer.

“Don't be scared, Matt!” he cr�ed exultantly, as they spun safely
past �t and flew down the second slope; and when they reached the
level ground beyond, and the speed of the sled began to slacken, he
heard her g�ve a l�ttle laugh of glee.

They sprang off and started to walk back up the h�ll. Ethan
dragged the sled w�th one hand and passed the other through
Matt�e's arm.

“Were you scared I'd run you �nto the elm?” he asked w�th a boy�sh
laugh.

“I told you I was never scared w�th you,” she answered.
The strange exaltat�on of h�s mood had brought on one of h�s rare

f�ts of boastfulness. “It �s a tr�cky place, though. The least swerve,
and we'd never ha' come up aga�n. But I can measure d�stances to a
ha�r's-breadth—always could.”

She murmured: “I always say you've got the surest eye...”
Deep s�lence had fallen w�th the starless dusk, and they leaned on

each other w�thout speak�ng; but at every step of the�r cl�mb Ethan



sa�d to h�mself: “It's the last t�me we'll ever walk together.”
They mounted slowly to the top of the h�ll. When they were abreast

of the church he stooped h�s head to her to ask: “Are you t�red?” and
she answered, breath�ng qu�ckly: “It was splend�d!”

W�th a pressure of h�s arm he gu�ded her toward the Norway
spruces. “I guess th�s sled must be Ned Hale's. Anyhow I'll leave �t
where I found �t.” He drew the sled up to the Varnum gate and rested
�t aga�nst the fence. As he ra�sed h�mself he suddenly felt Matt�e
close to h�m among the shadows.

“Is th�s where Ned and Ruth k�ssed each other?” she wh�spered
breathlessly, and flung her arms about h�m. Her l�ps, grop�ng for h�s,
swept over h�s face, and he held her fast �n a rapture of surpr�se.

“Good-bye-good-bye,” she stammered, and k�ssed h�m aga�n.
“Oh, Matt, I can't let you go!” broke from h�m �n the same old cry.
She freed herself from h�s hold and he heard her sobb�ng. “Oh, I

can't go e�ther!” she wa�led.
“Matt! What'll we do? What'll we do?”
They clung to each other's hands l�ke ch�ldren, and her body

shook w�th desperate sobs.
Through the st�llness they heard the church clock str�k�ng f�ve.
“Oh, Ethan, �t's t�me!” she cr�ed.
He drew her back to h�m. “T�me for what? You don't suppose I'm

go�ng to leave you now?”
“If I m�ssed my tra�n where'd I go?”
“Where are you go�ng �f you catch �t?”
She stood s�lent, her hands ly�ng cold and relaxed �n h�s.
“What's the good of e�ther of us go�ng anywheres w�thout the other

one now?” he sa�d.
She rema�ned mot�onless, as �f she had not heard h�m. Then she

snatched her hands from h�s, threw her arms about h�s neck, and
pressed a sudden drenched cheek aga�nst h�s face. “Ethan! Ethan! I
want you to take me down aga�n!”

“Down where?”



“The coast. R�ght off,” she panted. “So 't we'll never come up any
more.”

“Matt! What on earth do you mean?”
She put her l�ps close aga�nst h�s ear to say: “R�ght �nto the b�g

elm. You sa�d you could. So 't we'd never have to leave each other
any more.”

“Why, what are you talk�ng of? You're crazy!”
“I'm not crazy; but I w�ll be �f I leave you.”
“Oh, Matt, Matt—” he groaned.
She t�ghtened her f�erce hold about h�s neck. Her face lay close to

h�s face.
“Ethan, where'll I go �f I leave you? I don't know how to get along

alone. You sa�d so yourself just now. Nobody but you was ever good
to me. And there'll be that strange g�rl �n the house... and she'll sleep
�n my bed, where I used to lay n�ghts and l�sten to hear you come up
the sta�rs...”

The words were l�ke fragments torn from h�s heart. W�th them
came the hated v�s�on of the house he was go�ng back to—of the
sta�rs he would have to go up every n�ght, of the woman who would
wa�t for h�m there. And the sweetness of Matt�e's avowal, the w�ld
wonder of know�ng at last that all that had happened to h�m had
happened to her too, made the other v�s�on more abhorrent, the
other l�fe more �ntolerable to return to...

Her plead�ngs st�ll came to h�m between short sobs, but he no
longer heard what she was say�ng. Her hat had sl�pped back and he
was strok�ng her ha�r. He wanted to get the feel�ng of �t �nto h�s hand,
so that �t would sleep there l�ke a seed �n w�nter. Once he found her
mouth aga�n, and they seemed to be by the pond together �n the
burn�ng August sun. But h�s cheek touched hers, and �t was cold and
full of weep�ng, and he saw the road to the Flats under the n�ght and
heard the wh�stle of the tra�n up the l�ne.

The spruces swathed them �n blackness and s�lence. They m�ght
have been �n the�r coff�ns underground. He sa�d to h�mself: “Perhaps
�t'll feel l�ke th�s...” and then aga�n: “After th�s I sha'n't feel anyth�ng...”



Suddenly he heard the old sorrel wh�nny across the road, and
thought: “He's wonder�ng why he doesn't get h�s supper...”

“Come!” Matt�e wh�spered, tugg�ng at h�s hand.
Her sombre v�olence constra�ned h�m: she seemed the embod�ed

�nstrument of fate. He pulled the sled out, bl�nk�ng l�ke a n�ght-b�rd as
he passed from the shade of the spruces �nto the transparent dusk of
the open. The slope below them was deserted. All Starkf�eld was at
supper, and not a f�gure crossed the open space before the church.
The sky, swollen w�th the clouds that announce a thaw, hung as low
as before a summer storm. He stra�ned h�s eyes through the
d�mness, and they seemed less keen, less capable than usual.

He took h�s seat on the sled and Matt�e �nstantly placed herself �n
front of h�m. Her hat had fallen �nto the snow and h�s l�ps were �n her
ha�r. He stretched out h�s legs, drove h�s heels �nto the road to keep
the sled from sl�pp�ng forward, and bent her head back between h�s
hands. Then suddenly he sprang up aga�n.

“Get up,” he ordered her.
It was the tone she always heeded, but she cowered down �n her

seat, repeat�ng vehemently: “No, no, no!”
“Get up!”
“Why?”
“I want to s�t �n front.”
“No, no! How can you steer �n front?”
“I don't have to. We'll follow the track.”
They spoke �n smothered wh�spers, as though the n�ght were

l�sten�ng.
“Get up! Get up!” he urged her; but she kept on repeat�ng: “Why

do you want to s�t �n front?”
“Because I—because I want to feel you hold�ng me,” he

stammered, and dragged her to her feet.
The answer seemed to sat�sfy her, or else she y�elded to the

power of h�s vo�ce. He bent down, feel�ng �n the obscur�ty for the
glassy sl�de worn by preced�ng coasters, and placed the runners
carefully between �ts edges. She wa�ted wh�le he seated h�mself w�th



crossed legs �n the front of the sled; then she crouched qu�ckly down
at h�s back and clasped her arms about h�m. Her breath �n h�s neck
set h�m shudder�ng aga�n, and he almost sprang from h�s seat. But �n
a flash he remembered the alternat�ve. She was r�ght: th�s was better
than part�ng. He leaned back and drew her mouth to h�s...

Just as they started he heard the sorrel's wh�nny aga�n, and the
fam�l�ar w�stful call, and all the confused �mages �t brought w�th �t,
went w�th h�m down the f�rst reach of the road. Half-way down there
was a sudden drop, then a r�se, and after that another long del�r�ous
descent. As they took w�ng for th�s �t seemed to h�m that they were
fly�ng �ndeed, fly�ng far up �nto the cloudy n�ght, w�th Starkf�eld
�mmeasurably below them, fall�ng away l�ke a speck �n space... Then
the b�g elm shot up ahead, ly�ng �n wa�t for them at the bend of the
road, and he sa�d between h�s teeth: “We can fetch �t; I know we can
fetch �t—”

As they flew toward the tree Matt�e pressed her arms t�ghter, and
her blood seemed to be �n h�s ve�ns. Once or tw�ce the sled swerved
a l�ttle under them. He slanted h�s body to keep �t headed for the elm,
repeat�ng to h�mself aga�n and aga�n: “I know we can fetch �t”; and
l�ttle phrases she had spoken ran through h�s head and danced
before h�m on the a�r. The b�g tree loomed b�gger and closer, and as
they bore down on �t he thought: “It's wa�t�ng for us: �t seems to
know.” But suddenly h�s w�fe's face, w�th tw�sted monstrous
l�neaments, thrust �tself between h�m and h�s goal, and he made an
�nst�nct�ve movement to brush �t as�de. The sled swerved �n
response, but he r�ghted �t aga�n, kept �t stra�ght, and drove down on
the black project�ng mass. There was a last �nstant when the a�r shot
past h�m l�ke m�ll�ons of f�ery w�res; and then the elm...

The sky was st�ll th�ck, but look�ng stra�ght up he saw a s�ngle star,
and tr�ed vaguely to reckon whether �t were S�r�us, or—or—The effort
t�red h�m too much, and he closed h�s heavy l�ds and thought that he
would sleep... The st�llness was so profound that he heard a l�ttle
an�mal tw�tter�ng somewhere near by under the snow. It made a
small fr�ghtened cheep l�ke a f�eld mouse, and he wondered
langu�dly �f �t were hurt. Then he understood that �t must be �n pa�n:
pa�n so excruc�at�ng that he seemed, myster�ously, to feel �t shoot�ng



through h�s own body. He tr�ed �n va�n to roll over �n the d�rect�on of
the sound, and stretched h�s left arm out across the snow. And now �t
was as though he felt rather than heard the tw�tter�ng; �t seemed to
be under h�s palm, wh�ch rested on someth�ng soft and spr�ngy. The
thought of the an�mal's suffer�ng was �ntolerable to h�m and he
struggled to ra�se h�mself, and could not because a rock, or some
huge mass, seemed to be ly�ng on h�m. But he cont�nued to f�nger
about caut�ously w�th h�s left hand, th�nk�ng he m�ght get hold of the
l�ttle creature and help �t; and all at once he knew that the soft th�ng
he had touched was Matt�e's ha�r and that h�s hand was on her face.

He dragged h�mself to h�s knees, the monstrous load on h�m
mov�ng w�th h�m as he moved, and h�s hand went over and over her
face, and he felt that the tw�tter�ng came from her l�ps...

He got h�s face down close to hers, w�th h�s ear to her mouth, and
�n the darkness he saw her eyes open and heard her say h�s name.

“Oh, Matt, I thought we'd fetched �t,” he moaned; and far off, up the
h�ll, he heard the sorrel wh�nny, and thought: “I ought to be gett�ng
h�m h�s feed...”

THE QUERULOUS DRONE ceased as I entered Frome's k�tchen,
and of the two women s�tt�ng there I could not tell wh�ch had been
the speaker.

One of them, on my appear�ng, ra�sed her tall bony f�gure from her
seat, not as �f to welcome me—for she threw me no more than a
br�ef glance of surpr�se—but s�mply to set about prepar�ng the meal
wh�ch Frome's absence had delayed. A slatternly cal�co wrapper
hung from her shoulders and the w�sps of her th�n grey ha�r were
drawn away from a h�gh forehead and fastened at the back by a
broken comb. She had pale opaque eyes wh�ch revealed noth�ng
and reflected noth�ng, and her narrow l�ps were of the same sallow
colour as her face.

The other woman was much smaller and sl�ghter. She sat huddled
�n an arm-cha�r near the stove, and when I came �n she turned her
head qu�ckly toward me, w�thout the least correspond�ng movement
of her body. Her ha�r was as grey as her compan�on's, her face as
bloodless and shr�velled, but amber-t�nted, w�th swarthy shadows



sharpen�ng the nose and hollow�ng the temples. Under her
shapeless dress her body kept �ts l�mp �mmob�l�ty, and her dark eyes
had the br�ght w�tch-l�ke stare that d�sease of the sp�ne somet�mes
g�ves.

Even for that part of the country the k�tchen was a poor-look�ng
place. W�th the except�on of the dark-eyed woman's cha�r, wh�ch
looked l�ke a so�led rel�c of luxury bought at a country auct�on, the
furn�ture was of the roughest k�nd. Three coarse ch�na plates and a
broken-nosed m�lk-jug had been set on a greasy table scored w�th
kn�fe-cuts, and a couple of straw-bottomed cha�rs and a k�tchen
dresser of unpa�nted p�ne stood meagrely aga�nst the plaster walls.

“My, �t's cold here! The f�re must be 'most out,” Frome sa�d,
glanc�ng about h�m apologet�cally as he followed me �n.

The tall woman, who had moved away from us toward the dresser,
took no not�ce; but the other, from her cush�oned n�che, answered
compla�n�ngly, �n a h�gh th�n vo�ce. “It's on'y just been made up th�s
very m�nute. Zeena fell asleep and slep' ever so long, and I thought
I'd be frozen st�ff before I could wake her up and get her to 'tend to
�t.”

I knew then that �t was she who had been speak�ng when we
entered.

Her compan�on, who was just com�ng back to the table w�th the
rema�ns of a cold m�nce-p�e �n a battered p�e-d�sh, set down her
unappet�s�ng burden w�thout appear�ng to hear the accusat�on
brought aga�nst her.

Frome stood hes�tat�ngly before her as she advanced; then he
looked at me and sa�d: “Th�s �s my w�fe, M�s' Frome.” After another
�nterval he added, turn�ng toward the f�gure �n the arm-cha�r: “And
th�s �s M�ss Matt�e S�lver...”

Mrs. Hale, tender soul, had p�ctured me as lost �n the Flats and
bur�ed under a snow-dr�ft; and so l�vely was her sat�sfact�on on
see�ng me safely restored to her the next morn�ng that I felt my per�l
had caused me to advance several degrees �n her favour.

Great was her amazement, and that of old Mrs. Varnum, on
learn�ng that Ethan Frome's old horse had carr�ed me to and from



Corbury Junct�on through the worst bl�zzard of the w�nter; greater st�ll
the�r surpr�se when they heard that h�s master had taken me �n for
the n�ght.

Beneath the�r wonder�ng exclamat�ons I felt a secret cur�os�ty to
know what �mpress�ons I had rece�ved from my n�ght �n the Frome
household, and d�v�ned that the best way of break�ng down the�r
reserve was to let them try to penetrate m�ne. I therefore conf�ned
myself to say�ng, �n a matter-of-fact tone, that I had been rece�ved
w�th great k�ndness, and that Frome had made a bed for me �n a
room on the ground-floor wh�ch seemed �n happ�er days to have
been f�tted up as a k�nd of wr�t�ng-room or study.

“Well,” Mrs. Hale mused, “�n such a storm I suppose he felt he
couldn't do less than take you �n—but I guess �t went hard w�th
Ethan. I don't bel�eve but what you're the only stranger has set foot
�n that house for over twenty years. He's that proud he don't even
l�ke h�s oldest fr�ends to go there; and I don't know as any do, any
more, except myself and the doctor...”

“You st�ll go there, Mrs. Hale?” I ventured.
“I used to go a good deal after the acc�dent, when I was f�rst

marr�ed; but after awh�le I got to th�nk �t made 'em feel worse to see
us. And then one th�ng and another came, and my own troubles...
But I generally make out to dr�ve over there round about New Year's,
and once �n the summer. Only I always try to p�ck a day when
Ethan's off somewheres. It's bad enough to see the two women
s�tt�ng there—but h�s face, when he looks round that bare place, just
k�lls me... You see, I can look back and call �t up �n h�s mother's day,
before the�r troubles.”

Old Mrs. Varnum, by th�s t�me, had gone up to bed, and her
daughter and I were s�tt�ng alone, after supper, �n the austere
seclus�on of the horse-ha�r parlour. Mrs. Hale glanced at me
tentat�vely, as though try�ng to see how much foot�ng my conjectures
gave her; and I guessed that �f she had kept s�lence t�ll now �t was
because she had been wa�t�ng, through all the years, for some one
who should see what she alone had seen.

I wa�ted to let her trust �n me gather strength before I sa�d: “Yes,
�t's pretty bad, see�ng all three of them there together.”



She drew her m�ld brows �nto a frown of pa�n. “It was just awful
from the beg�nn�ng. I was here �n the house when they were carr�ed
up—they la�d Matt�e S�lver �n the room you're �n. She and I were
great fr�ends, and she was to have been my br�desma�d �n the
spr�ng... When she came to I went up to her and stayed all n�ght.
They gave her th�ngs to qu�et her, and she d�dn't know much t�ll to'rd
morn�ng, and then all of a sudden she woke up just l�ke herself, and
looked stra�ght at me out of her b�g eyes, and sa�d... Oh, I don't know
why I'm tell�ng you all th�s,” Mrs. Hale broke off, cry�ng.

She took off her spectacles, w�ped the mo�sture from them, and
put them on aga�n w�th an unsteady hand. “It got about the next day,”
she went on, “that Zeena Frome had sent Matt�e off �n a hurry
because she had a h�red g�rl com�ng, and the folks here could never
r�ghtly tell what she and Ethan were do�ng that n�ght coast�ng, when
they'd ought to have been on the�r way to the Flats to ketch the
tra�n... I never knew myself what Zeena thought—I don't to th�s day.
Nobody knows Zeena's thoughts. Anyhow, when she heard o' the
acc�dent she came r�ght �n and stayed w�th Ethan over to the
m�n�ster's, where they'd carr�ed h�m. And as soon as the doctors sa�d
that Matt�e could be moved, Zeena sent for her and took her back to
the farm.”

“And there she's been ever s�nce?”
Mrs. Hale answered s�mply: “There was nowhere else for her to

go;” and my heart t�ghtened at the thought of the hard compuls�ons
of the poor.

“Yes, there she's been,” Mrs. Hale cont�nued, “and Zeena's done
for her, and done for Ethan, as good as she could. It was a m�racle,
cons�der�ng how s�ck she was—but she seemed to be ra�sed r�ght up
just when the call came to her. Not as she's ever g�ven up doctor�ng,
and she's had s�ck spells r�ght along; but she's had the strength
g�ven her to care for those two for over twenty years, and before the
acc�dent came she thought she couldn't even care for herself.”

Mrs. Hale paused a moment, and I rema�ned s�lent, plunged �n the
v�s�on of what her words evoked. “It's horr�ble for them all,” I
murmured.



“Yes: �t's pretty bad. And they a�n't any of 'em easy people e�ther.
Matt�e was, before the acc�dent; I never knew a sweeter nature. But
she's suffered too much—that's what I always say when folks tell me
how she's soured. And Zeena, she was always cranky. Not but what
she bears w�th Matt�e wonderful—I've seen that myself. But
somet�mes the two of them get go�ng at each other, and then Ethan's
face'd break your heart... When I see that, I th�nk �t's h�m that suffers
most... anyhow �t a�n't Zeena, because she a�n't got the t�me... It's a
p�ty, though,” Mrs. Hale ended, s�gh�ng, “that they're all shut up
there'n that one k�tchen. In the summert�me, on pleasant days, they
move Matt�e �nto the parlour, or out �n the door-yard, and that makes
�t eas�er... but w�nters there's the f�res to be thought of; and there
a�n't a d�me to spare up at the Fromes.'”

Mrs. Hale drew a deep breath, as though her memory were eased
of �ts long burden, and she had no more to say; but suddenly an
�mpulse of complete avowal se�zed her.

She took off her spectacles aga�n, leaned toward me across the
bead-work table-cover, and went on w�th lowered vo�ce: “There was
one day, about a week after the acc�dent, when they all thought
Matt�e couldn't l�ve. Well, I say �t's a p�ty she d�d. I sa�d �t r�ght out to
our m�n�ster once, and he was shocked at me. Only he wasn't w�th
me that morn�ng when she f�rst came to... And I say, �f she'd ha' d�ed,
Ethan m�ght ha' l�ved; and the way they are now, I don't see's there's
much d�fference between the Fromes up at the farm and the Fromes
down �n the graveyard; 'cept that down there they're all qu�et, and the
women have got to hold the�r tongues.”
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